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BS Brahmasutra 

BSBh Brahmasutra-bhasya of Sankaracarya 

BU Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 

BUV Brhadaranyaka Upanisad Varttika of Suresvara 

CU Chandogya Upanisad 

GK Gaudapadiyakarika 

GKBh Gaudapadiyakarikabhasya, attributed to Sankaracarya 

Kosa Abhidharmakosa of Vasubandhu 

MA Madhyamakavatara of Candraklrti 

MHK Madhyamakahrdayakarika of Bhavaviveka 

MMK Mula-Madhyamaka-karikas of Nagarjuna 

MU Mandukya Upanisad 

NS Naiskarmyasiddhi of Suresvara 

RGV Ratnagotra-vibhaga-sastra 

TSN Trisvabhavanirdesa, attributed to Vasubandhu 


There is always the risk that in the study of the thought forms of 
a philosopher one" will superimpose a level of 

that does not exist. This has happened to a certam degree m the study 
of Sankara. Much of the debate about what is or is not an i au hen 
Sankarite work stems from two different attitudes to the study of 
individual Indian philosophers and their various scholastic works. The 
first attitude, a somewhat rigid model, upholds the monolith 
principle. On this view Sankara = “the author of the Brahmasutra- 
bhasya' ’ and any deviation from the doctrines and linguistic forms of 
that work are taken to be firm evidence for the non-authenticity of a 
text The second model proposes that an Indian philosopher, as a 
human being, has undergone some development in both linguistic an 
doctrinal realms. Despite the tradition which affirms that Sankara died 
at a very young age, upholders of the second approach have attempted 
® cSy texfs in® early." •middle," and "late" compositions For 
instance if the Gaudapadlya-karikd-bhasya is an authentic work 
Sankara’s then it would seem to be one of his earliest works sinceit 
displays an immaturity and uncertainty that is not found in the 
commentary on the Brahmasutra. The GK’s commentator is eit e 
ignorant of Buddhist terminology and doctrines, or naively careless in 
Ss attempts to “cover up” their appearance in this Vedantic textt 
Of course, these two conceptions of Sankara are caricatures^ 
scholar of any repute would actually purport to follow either as have 
outlined them. However, in my opinion, it is the more liberal mo 
that is closer to the actual historical situation. One wonders sometimes 
to what extent the verses passed down to us are the systematic 
exposition of an Indian philosopher or merely a collection of sayings 
from different periods of the author’s teaching career, ow many 
redactors, editors, compilers, and thinkers have been 
transmission of a text from its original author(s) to us today. This poses 
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a further problem for the scholar dealing with an ancient religious text, 
i.e. to what extent do scholars impose a level of doctrinal unanimity 
and systematization upon what may be composite material? Such 
hermeneutical problems in the final analysis tend to be unresolvable 
in the absence of any substantial historical information. Consequently, 
we cannot know for sure what historical and personal circumstances 
lead to the composition of the Gaudapadiya-karika or its commentary. 

An awareness of this fact, however, should temper any over-confident 
conclusions on these issues. 

In our enthusiasm to understand and label the doctrines of various 
philosophers it is easy to fall into overly simplistic categories. No system / 

of thought can be completely autonomous and it is important to 
recognize that in India, as much as anywhere else, the dynamic interplay 
between differing religious and philosophical traditions is a major factor 
in the development of any given system of thought. 

In the early stages of any new movement, there must be some 
interaction with what may later become an opposing tradition. This 
much is clear from an analysis of the major texts of Indian philosophy. 

This reflects the fact that darsanas are structured in opposition to rival 
points of view or perspectives. It is a common feature of philosophical 
sastras to find the views of an opponent put forward first, the purva- 
paksin , and then refuted on the way to one’s final position (siddhanta). 

In the early stages of a developing philosophy there is little or no option 
but to adopt some of the concepts and linguistic forms current at the 
time. This combined with the “new^ insight” forms the basis for the 
new religious or philosophical movement. It should not be surprising 
then to find much evidence of Buddhist influence upon the Gauda- 
pddlya-karikd , which is an example of a philosophical school (i.e. 

Advaita Vedanta) in an early stage of formation. What has surprised 
many, however, is the extent of the Buddhist influence upon what is 
clearly a Vedantic text. 

As the only available example of an uncompromising Advaita-vada 
before the Sankara school, the Gaudapadiya-karika is of unparalleled 
importance for an understanding of the roots of Advaita Vedanta, the 
school which since Sankara’s time has been the predominant orthodox 
interpretation of sruti. Surprisingly, little work has been carried out 
on the Gaudapadiya-karika . Most scholars who have looked at the 
text have done so as a means to an end, that is in order to gain a better 
understanding of the thought of Sankara, considered the major figure, 
if not the “founding father,” of Advaita Vedanta. In general, there 
appears to have been an undue emphasis placed upon the w orks of 
Sankara as representative of the “quintessence of Advaita philosophy.” 
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Consequently there has been a lack of interest in the Gaudapadiya- 
karikl a textwhich remains the only major example of a pre-Sankarite 
formulation of Advaita. 


Recent Work on the Gaudapadiya-karika 

There have been little more than a handful of works delusively 
devoted .oa„app.a,s,ofCa„da SSES 

work The History of Indian Philosophy > In 1981, volume III 
Encyclopaedia 7f Indian Philosophies, a 635 page study devoted o 
S'vedanjup to Samkara and his pupils 
only twelve pages devoted to an exammatton of 

the 1980s only four books and one unpublished Ph D dtsser ation 
I Vwn written in the West which dealt specifically with the 

aPPe T ”e”LT^k “Corpora,e a cl,lea, edition (in —,ript), 
YWhufhekaraBhatmchar^’s (1943), The Agdmasdstra ^^Tt^toi 

Of which have been heavily influenced by h 

fourth prakarana. Bhattacharya’s commentary 15 ° J^es 

explanation of the kdrikds as a collection of mainly Bud^ist references 
cited to support his thesis of Buddhist influence on the karikas. lh 
sheer weigh, of evidence provided b, Bhamch^ shouMbd enough 
to convince even the most partisan reader of the GK s reliance upon 
Buddhist philosophical texts. Little time is spent, however d *scussmg 
the complexity of the Buddhist and Vedantic philosophical traditions. 
The bo” k lacks any attempt at a critical appraisal of the GK in ns own 
terms and from within the Vedantic tradition with which it aligns itse , 
des^the Buddhist terminology. There is no detailed exposition o 
discussion of the philosophy of the text itself, nor is any^attempt made 
trTplaeethe GK in historical perspective. Nevertheless, Bhattacharyas 

WOr f,SVr,ef “b^f^mcharya, view of the 

Buddhist content of theGK - ££££££1 

with the appearance of T. M. r. Manaucvaus v ^ 
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Study in Early Advaita (University of Madras Press). Mahadevan’s study 
is written largely as a response to the arguments of Bhattacharya. Thus, 
Mahadevan argues on behalf of the Vedanta tradition that the GK is in 
fact a unitary text written by Gaudapada, identified as Sankara’s para- 
maguru. Much of the text is devoted to refuting Bhattacharya’s claim 
of the Buddhist content of the GK. Of course, Mahadevan does not deny 
that the GK is influenced by Buddhist arguments; his point, however, 
is that Gaudapada’s ideas are firmly established within the Upanisads 
themselves and are a rebuttal of Buddhist views. Thus, Mahadevan 
argues, one need not look toward Buddhist texts to find the fundamental 
sources of Gaudapadian thought. In general, Mahadevan has provided 
us with a good, balanced summary of the traditional Vedantic concep¬ 
tion of the Gaudapadiya-kdrika. The book also contains a reasonably 
accurate exposition of the philosophical views contained within the 
text. The problem with Mahadevan’s study, however, is that it is too 
concerned with supporting the traditional Vedantic view, at times to 
the detriment of objective scholarly acumen. Mahadevan denies that 
the GK is substantially influenced by Buddhism (although he accepts 
that the form of the GK’s arguments are often taken from Buddhist 
sources), but Mahadevan’s own conception of Buddhism is ill-informed 
and today appears rather dated. Virtually no time is spent discussing 
and explaining Buddhist philosophical ideas on their own terms, and 
when Buddhism is mentioned, it is invariably misunderstood and 
dismissed out of hand. For instance, in a discussion of the Buddha’s 
silence Mahadevan suggests that: 

Two ways of understanding their [Buddhist] statements are possible, the 
absolutistic and the nihilistic. The absolutistic interpretation is that silence 
is the genuine teaching about the ultimate Reality, because the Absolute 
is beyond the scope of speech and thought. This is indistinguishable from 
the Upanisadic conception; and Mahayanism received from the Upanisads. 
The other interpretation is that since nothing is real, the Buddha and what 
he said are also unreal. This is the logic of nihilism carried to its con¬ 
clusion. Nihilism itself is sunya 4 

This statement shows no awareness of the subtlety of Buddhist 
thought, the complexity of Buddhist discussion of the Buddha’s silence, 
or of the Buddhist claim to be following a_ middle path between 
absolutism and nihilism. Mahadevan is also guilty of interpreting the 
GK through Sankarite eyes, thus detracting from the originality of the 
text and over-simplifying the relationship between Sankara and the 
author(s) of the GK. As a result, we find the author suggesting that: 
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“Doctrinally there is no difference whatsoever between what is taught 
by Gaudapada in the Karika and what is expounded by Sankara in his 
extensive works.” 5 

R. D. Karmarkar’s (1953), The Gaudapadakarika (Govt. Oriental 
Series Class B, No. 9, Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, Poona), 
was also written to counter Bhattacharya’s thesis of Buddhist influence 
upon the karikds. His study provides a Sanskrit edition, translation, 
and explanatory commentary on the text. Karmarkar’s entire thesis is 
written as a response to Bhattacharya and involves the citation of 
Vedantic and Brahmanical sources to counter the Buddhist citations 
found in Bhattacharya’s study. Gaudapada, Karmarkar suggests, is the 
author of the entire text; he is a thorough-going Vedantin with an 
interest in Buddhist ideas. The GK, however, is written with the 
intention of establishing Vedantic ideas and constrasting them with 
prevailing (mostly Buddhist) views. Karmarkar, like Mahadevan, is an 
upholder of Vedantic orthodoxy. His work is useful as something of 
a corrective to the exclusively Buddhist interests of Bhattacharya. No 
attempt is made, however, to confront the underlying philosophical 
problem involved in an examination of Gaudapadian thought, namely 
the question of the actual nature of Buddhist and Vedantic philosophy. 
What do the cardinal philosophical texts of the two traditions actually 
say and how are we to understand their relationship in the light of their 
mutual occurrence in the GK? Throwing rival citations at one another, 
while useful in establishing something of the philosophical and textual 
sources of the GK, will not answer these fundamental questions. 

In more recent times a number of studies have been written which 
attempt to deal with these issues more fully. Caterina Conio’s (1971), 
The Philosophy of the Mdndukya Karika (Arun Press, Varanasi), is an 
attempt to provide a systematic analysis of Gaudapadian thought, but 
again no real time is devoted to a consideration of the philosophical 
heritage on which the GK is dependent. Conio provides some inter¬ 
esting discussion of the authenticity of the Sankara bhasya on the GK, 
that she seems to accept as authentic, 6 and incorporates the interpre¬ 
tations of other commentaries on the text (Kuranarayana, Madhva, 
Purusottama). In general, however, the study fails to be wide-ranging 
enough to make any real impact and makes no substantial improvement 
in our understanding of the nature of the GK’s philosophy and its 
relationship to Buddhism. 

Sangamlal Pandey’s (1974), Pre-Samkara Advaita Philosophy 
(Allahabad: Darshan Pith), provides a further example of an Indian 
scholar thoroughly versed in the Brahmanical background of the GK 
but sadly deficient in his understanding of the Buddhist tradition. 
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Pandey provides some useful and insightful discussion of the 
Brahmanical sources of early Advaita and the Vedantic precursors of 
Gaudapada. His discussion, however, shows no real grasp of the 
questions of multiple authorship and his polemical attitude towards 
the Buddhist schools and their potential influence on the GK marrs 
an already ill-informed discussion about the nature of Buddhism and 
its relationship to the GK. 

With Alexander Hixon’s (1976), Mahayana Buddhist influence on 
the Gauda school of Advaya Vedanta (unpublished Ph.D. thesis, 
University of Columbia), one finds the first real attempt to discuss the 
relationship of the GK with Mahayana Buddhist philosophy. Hixon 
suggests that the GK is a composite text (with GK IV being the earliest 
of the four prakaranas), representing a number of historical stages of 
development of a Bengali school of Advaya Vedanta in existence before 
the time of Sankara. The author has something of a piecemeal approach 
to the text, dividing it up into eleven fragments. 7 This is textual criticism 
taken to an extreme degree. Such an analysis is dependent not only upon 
a shrewd understanding of the differences between Vedantic and 
Mahayana Buddhist philosophy, but also upon the somewhat shaky 
methodological premise that the use of a different technical term points 
to separate authorship. 8 Hixon also differentiates between many 
fragments on the basis of the degree to which they display ‘ ‘Vedantic” 
or “Buddhist” orientation. This differentation requires a thorough¬ 
going analysis of both traditions—something that Hixon neither carries 
out nor displays in his own discussion of the kdrikds. Consequently 
the discussion of Mahayana influence upon the GK is superficial, overly 
simplistic, and far too definitive in its conclusions. Hixon does, however, 
provide a useful review of the major scholarly work on the GK up to 
that point, aligning himself with what he calls the “liberal” tradition 
of interpretation represented by Surendranath Dasgupta, Vidhuskekhara 
Bhattacharya, and T. R. V. Murti. Hixon’s own work, however, is rather 
too dependent upon the work of Bhattacharya and provides little in 
the way of an improvement of our understanding of the nature of the 
GK. A running discussion is provided of each kdrikds , but the author 
does not deal with Mahayana Buddhist ideas in sufficient depth to 
establish the precise philosophical relationship of the GK to them. 

Tilmann Vetter’s article “Die Gaudapadlya-karikas: Zur Entstehung 
und zur Bedeutung Von (A)dvaita” in Wiener Zeitschrift fur die Kunde 
Sud-Und Ostasiens 22 (1978, pp. 95-131), remains the best textual study 
of the GK to date. Vetter suggests, in agreement with Hixon, that 
historically the GK was composed in reverse order, GK IV being the 
earliest of the prakaranas and GK I the latest. The reason for this, Vetter 


argues, is that the discussion of the non-origination of the atman in 
GK I, II, and III presupposes the development of this doctrine with 
regard to the dharmas which are the focus of discussion in GK IV (p. 
105). He points to the philosophical and hermeneutical problems which 
the Sankarite commentator has with the term “ dharma ” and suggests 
that the author of the GK was initially interested in Mahayana Buddhist 
ideas but then gradually became more Vedantic in orientation. The 
development of Gaudapada’s thought, therefore, can be chronologically 
seen in the composition of the third, second, and first prakaranas . 
Our discussion of the date and authorship of the GK occurs in the first 
chapter and so we shall consider Vetter’s views more fully therein. 
Vetter, however, has presumed too much. His argument merely points 
to the Gaudapadian reliance upon the Mahayana non-origination of 
dharmas . This in itself does not entail that the fourth prakarana , 
which discusses this doctrine, was necessarily the earliest composition. 

Despite the detailed discussion of the text, there are many aspects 
and features of Gaudapadian thought that Vetter does not consider. His 
discussion of the Mahayana Buddhist background of the GK is minimal 
and it is not made clear to what extent the author is indebted to 
Mahayana doctrines other than ajativada, nor on what grounds 
Gaudapada and his Buddhist sources can be philosophically differ¬ 
entiated. It is perhaps asking too much for this to be achieved in a single 
article. Nevertheless, Vetter does not follow up his textual analysis with 
further studies of Gaudapadian thought and philosophical sources. 
Vetter does, however, progress from his philological analysis of the GK 
to a study of the influence of the Gaudapddiya-karika on the c arly 
thought of Sankara (1979, Studien zur Lehre und Entwicklung Sankaras , 
Wien, esp. pp. 27-74). Sadly though, further consideration of the 
sources and origins of the GK itself are not forthcoming. 

Colin Cole’s (1982), Asparsayoga: The Mdndukya-Kdrika of 
Gaudapada , aims at providing a definitive exposition of Gaudapadian 
thought. No discussion is made of textual questions concerning the date 
and authorship of the text, which Cole treats as a single text. Cole’s 
exposition of Gaudapadian philosophy, however, is hampered by an 
inadequate and insufficient consideration of Buddhist philosophy. Thus, 

The arguments which Gaudapada uses in his explanation are reminiscent 
of Buddhist Vijhanavada theory. But he is not a “subjective idealist.” Rather 
he is an ‘Absolute Idealist” in that he posits a basis for all experience. 9 

Vijhanavada , at least in the form that the author(s) of the GK 
would have been aware of it, was not a form of subjective idealism as 
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Cole implies, nor is it wholly unproblematic to describe Gaudapada 
as an “Absolute Idealist.” This will become clearer in chapter 5, where 
I shall argue that neither the Yogacara school which preceded the GK, 
nor the Vedantic text itself, can be simplistically described as “ideal¬ 
istic.” Failure to discuss the nature of (what Cole calls) “ Vijnanavada ” 
thought leaves the GK floating in a philosophical vacuum, giving the 
reader no conception of the text’s place in the history of Indian thought. 
Cole’s work also shows little awareness of the differences between the 
doctrines of the GK and those of the later Advaita tradition. 10 No attempt 
is made to place the GK in historical or philosophical context. The 
reader, therefore, is left floundering if he or she wishes to grasp the 
relevance of the GK and its place in Indian philosophical thought. 

Stephen Kaplan’s (1987) Hermeneutics , Holography ; and Indian 
Idealism provides us with the first work to acknowledge the inherent 
limitations of the use of the Western philosophical term “idealism” 
when discussing Indian philosophical texts such as the GK. Recent work 
in Yogacara studies in the West has drawn attention to this particularly 
knotty problem, 11 and it was only a matter of time before such 
considerations would carry over into the philosophical analysis of 
Hindu philosophical schools. Karl Potter first expressed reservations 
about the validity of describing the philosophy expounded in the GK 
as “idealistic,” 12 and Kaplan continues this reappraisal of the GK by 
providing what he describes as a “phenomenological interpretation” 
of the text. Kaplan, to his credit, does not deny that the GK upholds 
a non-dualistic ontological position. He does, however, suggest that 
many of the karikas expound a “phenomenological” theory of 
perception. Thus, when the GK states that the mind “does not touch 
an external object” (GK IV.26) it is not putting forward an idealistic 
doctrine (that the world is the creation of the mind), rather it is stating 
the fact that the mind deals with the experience or appearance of 
objects and not objects in themselves. Such an analysis is innovative 
and agrees in many respects with my own analysis of the text, which 
also draws attention to the problem of “idealism” (see chapter 5). 
Kaplan, however, spends no time considering the Buddhist 
philosophical background to Gaudapadian thought, and much of the 
discussion is taken up with a comparison of the Gaudapadian theory 
of perception with modern holographic theories of mind. The 
commonalities between these two widely disparate fields seem to center 
around an epistemology where the mind projects itself outward in 
perception. In this sense, holographic epistemological theory certainly 
has some sort of similarity with certain Indian theories of projection 


where the antahkarana projects itself outward, thereby taking on the 
form ( vrtti) of the object, but it is debatable as to how far this has 
improved our understanding of Gaudapadian thought (although it may 
help the westerner, interested in modem holographic theory, to 
appreciate the text more). Kaplan, however, consistently fails to note 
that the traditional Indian epistemology of the outward-going 
antahkarana is a realist view of perception. This is not the view of 
perception outlined in the GK, although it is the theory which 
predominated in the Sankarite school of Vedanta. Indeed the realist 
epistemologies of the classical Advaita Vedanta school ignore the 
fundamental features of Gaudapadian epistemology, which do not tend 
towards epistemological realism. 

Andrew O. Fort (1990), The Self and its States: A States of Con¬ 
sciousness Doctrine in Advaita Vedanta (Motilal Banarsidass) pro¬ 
vides us with a good literal translation of the Mandukya Upanisad , 
chapter one of the Gaudapadlya-kdrika , and Sankara’s (?) commentary 
upon both (with Sanskrit text). 13 The scope of Fort’s book is not the 
GaudapcuHya-karikd as such, but an analysis of the development of 
the Vedantic doctrine of the four states of experience (catuspad) from 
the early Upanisads to the thought of contemporary Advaitins in India. 
The study also includes a brief comparison of the doctrine with the 
modern western movement known as “transpersonal psychology.” 
Fort’s work is an example of sound textual analysis characterized by 
a careful delineation and explanation of Advaita terms coupled with 
a keen awareness of their historical context. Fort rightly emphasizes 
the importance of the notion of an unchanging substratum as the 
subjacent ground for the fluctuating states of mind of waking, dreaming, 
and deep sleep. Tuny a, as such, is the pure consciousness which 
simultaneously supports and transcends the other three states. 

From the point of view of an analysis of Gaudapadian thought, 
however, a number of criticisms must be noted. Fort, while acknow¬ 
ledging the differences between Gaudapada and Sankara with regard 
to the relationship of the waking and dream states, fails to discuss the 
underlying reasons for this. Like Kaplan, there is an insufficient 
acknowledgment of the underlying epistemological differences between 
the two thinkers. The book provides a good historical discussion of 
the notion of tuny a, but token gestures to the place of the Yoga and 
Buddhist schools in the development of this concept provide no real 
insight into their possible influences upon the notion of tuny a. It 
should be noted, however, that Fort does not intend to provide a 
definitive examination of the GK and as such there is no discussion 
of the second, third or fourth prakaranas, all of which ignore the 
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catuspad doctrine. The book constitutes a useful primer on an 
important doctrinal theme within the Vedanta tradition. 

Thomas Wood’s (1990), The Mandukya Upani$ad and the Agama- 
sastra: An Investigation into the Meaning of the Vedanta , (University 
of Hawaii Press), includes the text (in Roman script) and a reasonable 
translation of the GK. The main focus of Wood’s analysis is the dating 
of the GK, its authorship, and the authorship of the commentary written 
upon it (traditionally attributed to Sankara.) Wood disagrees with 
virtually every aspect of the traditional, Vedantic conception of the GK. 
First, he suggests that the text is composite, being the work of a number 
of different authors. While accepting that most of GK I, II, and III are 
pre-Sahkarite, he argues that GK IV is a very late text (perhaps as late 
as the twelfth century Common Era). Not surprisingly, Wood also rejects 
the traditional ascription of the commentary to Sankara. All of these 
views are supported by well documented evidence and the work 
provides an interesting discussion of the date and relationship of the 
four prakaranas to each other. 

Wood, however, provides more than a simple discussion of the date 
and authorship of tht text. He argues (quite convincingly) that the 
Mandukya Upanisad (MU) upholds a broadly “theistic” interpretation 
of turiya in that the reference to the “lord of all’’ ( sarvesvara ) in MU 
6 is to be associated with the description of turiya in MU 7 and not 
with the deep sleep state discussed in MU 5- This interpretation, of 
course, is at variance with the traditional Advaitic understanding of the 
Upanisads. Wood supports his own interpretation of the MU with 
evidence from the early Upanisads and late mediaeval Advaitins. He 
also argues that the first prakarana of the GK conforms to the positive 
theism of the MU. Wood’s entire discussion of philosophical issues, 
however, is marred by his simplistic view of Advaita Vedanta, which, 
on his interpretation, unqualifiably denies the existence of the world. 
The universe is a complete illusion in the most simplistic sense. This 
as we shall see is a misleading interpretation of Advaita Vedanta. No 
acknowledgment is given to the subtlety of the two-truths doctrine 
which prevents the Advaitin from making a simple denial of the world’s 
existence. Consequently, Wood’s understanding of Mahayana Buddhism 
suffers from the same simplistic analysis. Despite this, the author does 
acknowledge that the Advaitin and the Mahayanist say what they do 
for different reasons and for this we must be grateful. Wood is critical 
of the Advaitin’s maydvada which he sees as a simple form of “world- 
illusionism.’’ His conception of Advaita Vedanta and Mahayana Bud¬ 
dhism as totally world-negating is too superficial and misrepresents both 
traditions. 


The most recent monograph to discuss the Gaudapadiya-kartka 
to date is Douglas A. Fox’s (1993), Dispelling Illusion: Gaudapdda’s 
Alatasanti (State University of New York Press). This work contains 
a useful introduction, summarizing some of the main issues surrounding 
the text, followed by a translation of, and commentary upon, the fourth 
prakarana . The book meets its aims well insofar as it provides a read¬ 
able introduction both to “Gaudapada” and to the issues surrounding 
the text in general. The monograph remains rather brief, however, with 
a total of 146 pages. The book is to be commended as a readable 
introduction to early Advaita for the uninitiated reader and also as a 
reminder to the Indologist of the central issues and importance of 
Gaudapada in the history of Advaita Vedanta. Overall, however, the most 
redeeming feature of Fox’s work is at the same time its weakest feature, 
namely its popular approach. The book makes very scant reference to 
Sanskrit originals (no original verses from the GK are given) and the 
entire work contains only forty-four end notes. Consequently, Fox 
completely omits references to the work of Pandey, Hixon, Vetter, 
Kaplan, and Wood etc., and indeed to any work published after 1986, 
including my own! There is also no discussion of the question of 
multiple authorship of the text, a feature which reflects the author’s 
apparent decision to sacrifice incisive analysis for clarity of exposition. 
Despite a general lack of academic depth and acknowledgment of work 
in this area, Fox provides a very accessible introduction to Gaudapada 
that functions as a useful primer for undergraduates and non-Advaita 
specialists. However, the work cannot really be said to significantly 
contribute to our understanding of the Gaudapadiya-kdrika or the 
context in which it developed. 


Outline of the Monograph 

A proper understanding of Gaudapadian thought requires not only 
a basic grasp of the nature of early Vedanta philosophy, but also a 
comprehensive grasp of the philosophical texts of Mahayana Buddhism. 
This reflects not only the fact that the GK often uses Buddhist 
terminology as its lingua franca , but also that the development of the 
early Advaita perspective (darsana) of the GK is structured according 
to Mahayana philosophical paradigms. Without a grasp of the philo¬ 
sophical dependence of the GK upon Mahayana ideas, an assessment 
of the originality of the text would be impossible to achieve. As yet, 
no one has provided a study of the Gaudapddiya-karika that displays 
anything like an adequate consideration of the Mahayana philosophical 
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context to which the GK is undoubtedly indebted. Consequently, their 
assessment of Gaudapadian thought has been sadly deficient. The time 
is ripe then for a reappraisal of the nature of early (i.e. pre-Sankarite) 
Advaita Vedanta, as espoused in the Gaudapadiya-karika , in the light 
of the philosophies of the Mahayana Buddhist tradition which form 
a conceptual backdrop to the philosophical position of the text. Only 
then can one hope to evaluate the innovations of the GK and establish 
the importance of the text in the history of Indian philosophy. 

Most of the emphasis of this study will be upon the Mahayana 
traditions of Buddhism and their philosophical relationship with 
Gaudapadian thought. The Vedanta school, however, cannot be 
properly understood without some awareness of its philosophical and 
religious heritage in the Upanisads. Therefore, chapter 2 provides a 
brief overview of the philosophical heritage of pre-Sankarite Vedanta. 
It is my opinion that Advaita Vedanta (particularly in the early phase 
of development under consideration in this study), cannot be properly 
understood without a basic understanding of the pre-Gaudapadian 
Mahayana philosophy that influenced its early formation. Focusing this 
study upon the Gaudapddlya-kdrikd has also enabled a restriction of 
the subject matter to those aspects of Indian Buddhism that may have 
exhibited an influence (either directly or indirectly through other 
schools) upon the doctrines of the GK. The conclusions drawn 
concerning the date and authorship of the text (chapter 1) therefore 
provide the current investigation with a suitable terminus ad quem for 
material to be considered. 

In the context of the Mahayana :: Advaita Vedanta philosophical 
interaction in classical India the focus for the debate appears to have 
centered upon the applicability (or not) of the concept of a self ( atman) 
to ultimate reality. Advaita Vedanta, I suggest, can be philosophically 
differentiated from the mainstream position(s) of the two central schools 
of Indian Mahayana (i.e. the Madhyamaka and the Yogacara) insofar as 
it postulates the existence of an Absolute (i.e. Brahman). The view that 
the Mahayana schools are not forms of absolutism is, of course, accepted 
by many scholars today; little or no time, however, has been spent 
discussing the sense in which both the Advaita Vedanta and the 
Mahayana schools propound a doctrine of non-origination (ajativdda) 
given this fundamental philosophical divergence. Differentiation of the 
meaning of non-origination in the Advaita and Mahayana traditions is 
necessary in order to fully appreciate the distinction between the 
Buddhist philosophical rejection of absolutism and the absolutism of 
the GK. Too many scholars in the past have been unaware of this 


distinction and so have been unable to distinguish the GK’s absolutistic 
interpretation of Buddhism from the Buddhist tradition itself. 

As far as the Gaudapddlya-kdrikd is concerned, this study will 
emphasize the fact that the questions of date and authorship of the text 
are complex and inter-related. It is suggested as a working hypothesis 
that the GK is in fact a composite text. It is also argued that the fourth 
(and longest) prakarana was originally a separate text in its own right, 
composed by a member of the same philosophical lineage as the 
author(s) of the early prakaranas. GK I has certain problematic features 
that are suggestive of separate authorship, but there is nothing in the 
first prakarana that cannot be reconciled with the others. In terms 
of the dating of the text, a consideration of the GK and Bhavaviveka’s 
Madhyamakahrdayakarika suggests that the relationship between 
these two texts is a complex one. 

Furthermore, it is suggested that the fourth prakarana of the GK 
is written with a purpose which differs from that of the other three. 
First, it is a treatise examining the nature of experience in the light of 
the doctrine of non-origination ( ajativdda ) and, second, it attempts 
to facilitate a rapprochement between the Vedantic and Mahayana 
traditions. The author of GK IV shows a keen awareness of internal 
Mahayana controversies but misinterprets the mainstream Mahayana 
doctrine of the non-origination of dharmas as a form of absolutism 
akin to his own. 

The central themes of the GK are the twin concepts of ajativdda 
and asparsayoga. Both are philosophically dependent upon the 
Madhyamaka and Yogacara schools. Our analysis of the early Yogacara 
with which the author(s) of the GK would have been acquainted and 
the text’s own philosophical position casts doubt upon the traditional 
designation of both as “idealistic,” stressing the need for an appreciation 
of the meditative background and ontology of these systems of thought. 
It is argued that one cannot appreciate the final position (siddhdnta) 
of an Indian philosophical school such as the Yogacara without a 
recognition of the distinction between mundane awareness ( vijhana ) 
and ultimate gnosis (jhana ). The Gaudapadian doctrine of non¬ 
origination is dependent upon Madhyamaka sources and involves an 
inversion of the latter school’s basic position—taking what is in fact 
a criticism of others as a wholesale endorsement of the GK’s own 
(absolutistic) view. The Gaudapadian belief that its own absolutism does 
not conflict with any other views (< avirodhavada ) is shown to be 
dependent upon the implications of Nagarjuna’s critique of all views 
(drsti ). This is exposed via a comparison of Nagarjuna’s MulaMadhya- 
makakdrikd and the Gaudapddlya-kdrikd. 
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With regard to the Mahayana, however, one should acknowledge 
the very real possibility that certain “trends” within the tradition seem 
close to upholding a form of absolutism akin to that of the Advaita 
Vedanta school. In this context we shall consider those texts which 
utilize the notion of the tathdgatagarbha and occasionally even the 
usually censured atman terminology (e.g the Mahaparinirvanasutra 
and to a certain extent the Sntnaladevisirnhcinadasutra and the 
Ratnagotravibhagasastra) in considering the scope of Mahayana 
influence upon the Gciudctpudlyci-kdfikd. 


CHAPTER 

1 


The Date and Authorship 
of the Gaudapadiya-karika 


The Gaudapadiya-karika may very well represent the earliest 
available record of an uncompromising non-dualistic doctrine ( advaita- 
vada) in the Vedanta school. 1 The text itself comprises of 215 verses 
traditionally divided into four prakaranas. The first prakarana is 
traditionally interspersed between the prose of the Mandukya 
Upanisad 2 and is said to be an exposition of its main themes, although 
Vidhushekhara Bhattacharya has suggested that the Upanisad is actually 
later than the prakarana . 3 Because of this association, the text is often 
called the Mandukyakarika or as Bhattacharya preferred, the Agama- 
sdstra. However, the remaining three prakaranas show little or no 
connection with the actual text of the Mandukya Upanisad , although 
there is a degree of doctrinal overlap. Nevertheless, each prakarana 
has evidence of Buddhist influence in its language and arguments. The 
propensity for Buddhist ideas reaches such a degree in the fourth 
prakarana , that some have suggested that it is actually a separate 
Buddhist work in its own right. 4 


The Identity and Date of Gaudapada 

According to the Vedantic tradition, Gaudapada is the teacher of 
Govinda, Sankara’s own teacher. Sankara twice quotes the 
Gaudapadiya-karika in his Brahmasutrabhasya (BSBh). In BSBh II. 1.9 
Sankara cites GK 1.16, referring to its source as “the teacher(s?) who 
know the meaning of the Vedanta tradition’’ (atroktam Vedantartha 
sampraddya vidbhirdcdryaih). In BSBh 1.4.14, GK III.15 is quoted and 
attributed to “those who know the tradition of the Vedanta’’ ( tatha 
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ca sampraddyavido vadanti ). In his commentary on Chandogya 
Upanisad 8.12.1, Sankara also appears to refer to “the most revered 
follower of the school of Prajapati,” whose views are to be found in 
the four prakaranas . Again in Upadesasahasri 2.18.2 Sankara pays 
homage to his “teacher’s teacher” (gurorgariyase). Recently, however, 
Thomas Wood has cast doubt upon this evidence, pointing out that 
the phrase “ guror-ganyase ” can be taken to mean “extremely great 
teacher,” “he who is greater than a (mere guru),” or even “highly 
venerable guru.” 5 Wood argues that there is nothing in this section of 
the Upadesasahasri which would link the reference in 2.18.2 either 
to Gaudapada or to the Gaudapadlya-karika. As for the evidence from 
the Chandogya Upanisadhasya , he suggests that the phrase ‘ prakarana- 
catustaya ’ is a reference to the four instructions given by Prajapati to 
Indra regarding the nature of the self in CU 8.7-12 and not to the four 
prakaranas of the Gaudapadlya-karika: 6 Nevertheless, it is equally 
likely that Sankara is here referring to the author of the four prakaranas 
(of the GK) and stating that they conform to the “school of Prajapati” 
insofar as they deal with the doctrine of the four states of the self 
outlined by Prajapati in the text of Chandogya Upanisad (CU) 8.7-12. 
Enough doubt, however, has been cast on the import of these references 
to treat them with some caution. 

In the commentary on the Gaudapadlya-karika, which may or 
may not be by Sankara, the author of the text is referred to as the 
hhasyakara’s “grand (or supreme) teacher” (paramaguru , GKBh 
IV. 100.) The ambiguity of the term “ paramaguru ” however should 
be noted. The term may be used to denote a “grand-teacher” (that is 
the teacher of one’s own teacher) or may be used in a more figurative 
sense where it merely implies the primary source of one’s inspiration. 
In the latter sense, the term does not imply membership of the same 
sampraddya or lineage of teachers. One cannot be certain, then, that 
the traditional view that Gaudapada is the teacher of Sankara’s teacher 
is in fact an accurate interpretation of the textual evidence available. 

Whatever the precise relationship between the author(s) of the GK 
and Sankara, one cannot doubt the esteem with which the karikas and 
the author to whom they are ascribed were held. This much is clear 
from the references to the knower(s) of the Vedanta tradition when 
quoting GK III.15 and 1.16 in BSBh 1.4.14 and II.1.9. Despite this we 
know little more about the figure of “Gauda” or “Gaudapada” other 
than a number of mythological legends accepted by the post-Sankara 
Vedanta tradition . 7 Information about the life and precise identity of 
‘ ‘Gaudapada’ ’ is lost in the same hazy mists that shroud our knowledge 
of the early Vedanta school in India. 


There has been a suggestion that the verses are the handbook of 
an early school of Vedanta, established in Bengal . 8 This is based upon 
the fact that part of northern Bengal was once called Gaudadesa. 
“Gaudapada” then, would mean the “summary verses from Bengal,” 
and would not be the name of an individual at all. This of course, goes 
against all of the traditional interpretation of the evidence that we have 
before us in the works of Sankara and his successors. On this point, 
however, it is interesting to note that Suresvara, one of Sankara imme¬ 
diate disciples, quotes the Gaudapadlya-karika and Sankara’s Upadesa¬ 
sdhasn, describing the two authors of these texts as “Gaudas” and 
“Dravidas” respectively ( Naiskarmyasiddhi IV.44-46). 

Suresvara appears to be contrasting the two authors by referring 
to their places of geographical origin, Sankara in the south of India 
(Dravidas), and the author of the Gaudapadlya-karika in the north 
(Gaudas). Certainly, if the tradition is correct in describing Gaudapada 
as a samnyasl he would have renounced his own family name. It would 
not have been inappropriate for him to have been known according 
to his connection with the Gaudadesa region, in which case “pada" 
would be an honorific title like “ acaryaC This is, in fact, how Suresvara 
understands the name as he alternates between “Gaudas,” “Gaudapada,” 
and “Gaudacarya .” 9 If this is a correct appraisal of the situation, the 
reason why Gaudapada’s place of origin was so important to his identity 
is still an unanswered question. Perhaps he became famous in a region 
distant from his own native area and so, as a “foreigner,” was named 
after his birthplace; alternatively, Gaudapada may represent the name 
of the foremost teacher of an early (i.e. pre-Sankarite) school of non- 
dualistic Vedanta founded in Bengal . 10 

The GK makes no obvious reference to the Brahmasutra and its 
concomitant traditions , 11 yet references are made to the “established 
doctrines of the Vedanta’ ’ and to the Upanisadic literature in the first 
three prakaranas. In the GK all Vedantic texts, of course, are said to 
reflect the text’s own radically non-dualistic position and not the realism 
of the difference-non-difference ( bhedabheda ) school usually associated 
with pre-Sankara Vedanta . 15 Do we have here the work of an alternative 
Vedanta tradition, running counter-current to the realistic (parinama) 
tradition of the Brahmasutra , or are we just witnessing the age old 
technique of reading one’s own views into the traditions of the past? 
There is no firm evidence that might substantiate the hypothesis that 
there was a separate strand of early Vedanta philosophy displaying a 
form of radical non-dualism similar to that of the Sankarite school. 
Nevertheless, we must acknowledge that historical evidence concerning 
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the roots of the Vedanta -darsdna is shrouded in mystery and that there 
is still much that remains undiscovered. 

If one accepts the pritna fcicie evidence that Sankara s Chdndogya 
Upanisadhdsya refers to the four prakaranas of the GK (and, as we 
have seen, Wood’s arguments suggest that this is by no means the only 
interpretation of the evidence), then it is clear that the GK must have 
been established as a composite work of the Vedanta school by the 
eighth century CE (Common Era). This is apart from the fact that we 
have a commentary on the GK which may well prove to be by Sankara 
himself. Sankara’s near contemporary, the Buddhist Santaraksita, in the 
midst of discussing the views of the “ aupanisadasf cites at least 
thirteen verses from GK II and III in his Madhyamakdlahkarakdrika } 
Citations by Sankara, Suresvara, and Santaraksita together firmly 
establish the existence of the first, second, and third prakaranas by 
the eighth century CE. Let us summarize the evidence of citations of 
the GK prior to the ninth century CE. 

1 . Sankara (c. eighth century CE) cites GK 1.16 and III. 15 in his 
commentary on the Brahmasutra . Both times he refers to their 
source as the knower(s) or teacher(s) of the Vedanta sampradaya. 

2. Sankara’s pupil Suresvara cites GK 1.11 and 15 in Naiskarmya- 
siddhi (NS) IV.41-42, attributing the verses to “Gaudas” (see NS 
IV.44). In his Brhaddranyaka Upanisadvarttika (BUV), Sures¬ 
vara quotes GK III.15 (BUV 11.1.386), which he attributes to 
“Gaudacarya.” In BUV IV.8.886 and 888, Suresvara quotes GK 
11.38 and IU.46 referring to them as the “ slokas of Gaudapada.” 
Finally in BUV 1.4.389 three words from GK 11.17 are quoted 
as “ Gaudapddiya vacasf 

Other verses from the GK are also quoted by Suresvara but without 
any specific attribution. BUV 1.4.744 quotes GK 1.3 as “ dgama - 
sdsana BUV 1.4.712 quotes GK 1.11 without attribution (although in 
the NS Suresvara attributes this kdrikd to “Gaudas.”) In BUV 1.4.615, 
the author cites GK 1.14, referring to it as “the well-established view 
of the Vedanta.” 

3. Mandana-misra (c. seventh-eighth century CE) cites GK 1.11 in 
Brahmasiddbi IIL171a (150) in his discussion of Vedic testimony 
with the words “Thus it is said” (tad uktam). 

4. The Buddhist philosopher Santaraksita (c. eighth century CE) 
cites karikas 17-20, 31-32, and 35 of the second prakarana 


and karikas 4, 6 , 8 , and 30-32 of the third prakarana in a 
discussion of the views of the “ aupanisadas ” in his auto¬ 
commentary to sloka 93 of his Madhyamakalahkdrakdrikd. 

This evidence establishes beyond any reasonable doubt that GK I, 
II, and III were established texts of the Vedanta school by the eighth 
century. From the evidence of citations and attributions in the works 
of Suresvara, we can establish that there was a link of authorship in 
the verses quoted, establishing an early acceptance of the common 
authorship of the first, second, and third prakaranas . The common 
source of these verses is said by Suresvara to be known as “Gaudas,” 
“Gaudapada,” or “Gaudacarya.” Note, however, that no author, not 
even the Buddhist Santaraksita (who quotes copiously from the GK), 
makes any reference to the fourth prakarana in spite of the fact that 
it amounts to nearly half of the entire text which we now have before us. 

Citations from later authors also reflect an omission of karikas from 
the fourth prakarana . It is not, however, merely the fourth prakarana 
that is conspicuous by its absence. Commentators from rival Vedanta 
schools refer to the first prakarana , but in most cases, the remaining 
three are surprisingly ignored. Ramanuja (1055-1137 CE) quotes GK 1.16 
in the introduction to his commentary on the Brahmasutra , describing 
it as sruti. Kuranarayana, a member of Ramanuja’s own lineage, wrote 
a commentary on MU and GK I, referring to both as sruti. No mention 
is made in either case of any other prakaranas. The dualistic Vedantin 
Madhva (1199-1278 CE) also wrote a commentary on MU and GK I, 
which he also refers to as sruti. Again, there is no suggestion that there 
are any other verses to be commented upon. This brings up two 
important issues. Why do these writers and commentators seem to think 
that GK I is sruti and why do they not mention the other prakaranas ? 
It is certainly strange to write a commentary on a text and then to stop 
after the first chapter. Purusottama the seventeenth century 
Suddhadvaitin wrote a commentary on the first and second prakaranas 
and according to Conio intended to comment on the third . 14 

Why is there no mention of GK IV in any text prior to the 
Gaudapddiyakdrikdbhdsya (GKBh) itself? If the GKBh is not an 
authentic work of Sankara then the author of that text may have lived 
as late as the twelth century CE since it is not until Anandagiri (c.1300 
CE), the author of the Gaudapddiyakdrikdbhdsyavyakhya , that the 
commentary is first mentioned (and attributed to Sankara). Kuran¬ 
arayana, Madhva, and Purusottama, all make no reference to a fourth 
prakarana despite writing a commentary on the first prakarana 
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(and in the case of Purusottama, on the second and probably the third 
prakaranas also). 

This is all highly surprising since we know for sure that GK I, II, 

III and IV and the bhasya upon them must have been composed before 
the time of Anandagiri (late thirteenth century CE). The bhasyakara 
differs in many respects from the views of the original karikds 
themselves, and this in itself suggests that the four prakaranas are 
sufficiently separated from the commentator in time for their meaning 
to be unclear. In the fifteenth century, we find Sadananda quoting GK 
III.44, 45 with the words “ tad uktanT (Thus it is said). However, the 
crucial point is that we find Vedantic and Buddhist scholars writing 
in a time after Anandagiri (and hence after the establishment of the four 
prakaranas as a single text and the composition of a bhasya upon 
them), who ignore the existence of certain prakaranas , especially the 
fourth. One cannot doubt that these prakaranas (especially the first 
three) were in existence at this time, nor can one doubt that they were 
considered by some to constitute a single text. The fact, however, that 
there were established traditions which took the first prakarana to be 
sruti along with the Mandukya Upanisad to which it is appended, 
suggest that the identity of the four prakaranas was not a universally 
accepted view even perhaps as late as the seventeenth century (if we 
assume that Purusottama did not intend to write a commentary on GK 

IV also). 

What we find, in fact, are authors who clearly post-date GK IV 
ignoring the fourth prakarana , perhaps because they were not aware 
of it or because they did not consider it a text which belonged with 
the other three. Surely Ramanuja and Kuranarayana (Visistadvaita), 
Madhva (Dvaita), and Purusottama (Suddhadvaita), as critics of the 
“mayavada " of Sankara’s Advaita school, would have jumped at the 
chance to further substantiate the charge that the Advaitin is a crypto- 
Buddhist by referring to the Buddhist terminology and arguments of 
GK IV. Yet none of these authors even go as far as to criticize the more 
Buddhistic aspects of any of the prakaranas on which they do 
comment. In fact, all appear to have an extremely reverential view of 
the karikds, (in many cases GK I being ascribed the status of sruti). 
Madhva in his dualistic commentary on the first prakarana interprets 
all references to “ advaita ” as "free from impurities and imperfections." 
Clearly, this is not what the author of the first prakarana seems to 
have intended when he used the term. That Madhva felt a need to 
comment on such a markedly non-dualistic text is perhaps a testimony 
to its authority within Vedantic circles in general. 


Authorship of the Gaudapadlya-karikd 

The Relationship Between the First and Second Prakaranas 

As with many Indian works, the attempt to piece together the 
historical background of the texts composition is fraught with 
theoretical and practical difficulties. The first prakarana is in many 
respects different from the other three, not least because of its intimate 
connection with the prose of the Mandukya Upanisad . The content 
of GK I consists of a discussion of various creation theories, an 
exposition of the doctrine of the four states of experience and an 
explanation and exhortation to meditate upon the syllable Om. 
Although a refutation of creation theories remains a central feature of 
all four prakaranas , both the doctrine of the four states of experience 
and meditation on the syllable Om are absent from the remaining three 
prakaranas despite great emphasis on the analysis of experience and 
on the practice of yoga. 

This discrepancy could be explained in a number of ways. One 
might suggest that repetition of major themes is unlikely in the GK since 
it is a collection of terse and brief karikds rather than a lengthy and 
verbose exposition of Advaita philosophy. Be that as it may, the 
centrality of these doctrines in GK I belies the silence of the later 
prakaranas. Many themes (and indeed even entire arguments and 
verses) are in fact repeated throughout the GK, and one would expect 
the psychological analysis of experience in GK I to be referred to again, 
particularly in the discussion of the nature of perception in GK IV. Nor 
can the centrality of meditation on the syllable Om be questioned. GK 
1.24, for instance, even goes as far to suggest that having concentrated 
the mind upon the syllable Om, "one should meditate upon nothing 
else whatsoever." Why in the 186 verses contained in the remaining 
three prakaranas does such a central practice go unmentioned? It is 
not because of lack of interest for GK III and IV spend much time 
discussing the nature and consequences of asparsa-yoga, the " yoga 
of no-contact." In response, one might point to the fact that GK I is 
an exposition of the central themes of the MU and that this necessarily 
restricts the author.td a discussion of those ideas found in the Upanisad 
itself; in later chapters there is no such obstacle to free discussion. This 
is a possibility, but GK I is not a strict commentary {bhasya) on the 
MU, merely an exposition of some of the central themes of the 
Upanisad: The first prakarana makes no real attempt to systematically 
explain the Mandukya prose as one might expect in a straightforwardly 
commentarial text. This feature of GK I led Vidhushekhara Bnattacharya 
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to suggest that the prakarana pre-dates the MU; a conclusion that seems 
unwarranted given that GK I is not in fact a bhasya but z.prakarana. 
Its purpose then is not to provide a comprehensive explanation of the 
words and phrases used in the MU, but rather to discuss some of its 

main themes. 

Other aspects of GK I, however, seem to conflict with verses in 
the later prakaranas. GK 1.6 introduces the discussion of various 
creation theories with an unannounced statement which seems to 
support the idea of creation. 

1.6: prabhavah sarvabbavanam satam iti viniscayah. 
sarvam janayati pranas ceto’ msun purusah prthak. 

It is the firm conclusion [of sages] that there is an origin of all existing 
entities. Prana creates the universe, Purusa creates each separate ray of 
consciousness. 

Having already introduced the idea that it is the entirety of human 
experience that should be examined in an evaluation of reality and not 
just the experiences of our waking state (GK 1.3d), various metaphysical 
theories explaining the nature of creation are put forward for con¬ 
sideration. Prana as the vital breath brings life to things (i.e. causes 
them to come into being), and Purusa diversifies consciousness into 
living beings (jlvas ). Karmarkar argues that the account of creation given 
in this verse cannot be Gaudapada’s since he upholds ajdtivdda” 
however, there is no evidence from the text itself to substantiate 
Karmarkar’s view. The Vaitathyaprakarana (GK II) gives the following 
account of the world’s appearance, 

II. 16: jivam kalpayate piirvarn tato bhavan prthagvidhan, 
bahyan adbyatmikams caiva yathavidyas tathasmrtih. 

[The atman] first imagines th ejlva (individual soul), and then different 
things, external and internal (objective and subjective); as one knows so 
does one recollect. 

It should be noted, however, that GK 1.6 and II.16 are not 
necessarily incompatible. 1.6 can be interpreted as a description of a 
vivaria -type transformation where the individualization of 
consciousness into separate jivas is merely imagined or “apparently- 
constructed” (i kalpita ).** Perhaps we are to assume that the theory 
propounded in GK 1.6 is not the author’s position, although it is the 
view of those convinced ( viniscaya ) about such things. Nevertheless, 
it seems most plausible to interpret the verse, along with Bhattacharya, 
as a reference to the views of wise men. The term viniscaya occurs 
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nowhere else in the GK, although similar terms such as viniscita (GK 
1.8), niscita (GK 1.14, 22; 11.17, 18; III.23), suniscita (GK IV.92, 95), 
and niscaya (GK 11.12) occur throughout the text. 17 One should note, 
however, that these terms are generally used in a positive manner, 
endorsing or supporting the view put forward, except perhaps for 
viniscita in GK 1.8. That the latter is used to refer to the views of others 
may be significant in this instance since it occurs two verses after the 
karikd currently under discussion. 

The next three verses discuss various other cosmogonic theories. 
GK 1.7 attributes the view that creation is “like a dream and an illusion” 
( svapna/maya-vat) to “others”—it does not appear to be the author’s 
own view (although GK 1.16 accepts the concept of “beginningless 
may a .”) 

1.7: vihhutim prasavam tv anye manyante srsticintakah, 
svapnamdydsvarupet. srstir anyair vikalpitd. 

Some creation-theorists, however, think of creation as an outflowing 
(emanation). Creation is imagined by others as having the same form as 
dream and illusion (mayd)} 8 

In the first line of this verse we find the term “ vibhutif the quality 
of all-pervasiveness. Thus for some thinkers creation is an emanation, 
an overflowing of the “pleroma.” The second line describes a view 
that is hard to distinguish from the author’s own. The natural inter¬ 
pretation of the reference to the maya theory of creation in GK I.7cd 
is that it is the view of a rival school. Placing one’s own view in the 
midst of discussion of the views of others would seem to be a peculiar 
juxtaposition to say the least. However, in GK 11.31 that same doctrine 
is said to be the established view of the Vedanta. What are we to make 
of this? 

Karmarkar takes GK I.7cd to be a reference to the doctrines of the 
LankavatarasutraP Certainly it is problematic to accept Bhattacharya’s 
assertion that “[t]his view is held by some Vedantists including our 
teacher.” 20 Hixon suggests that the author’s quarrel with this view is 
that it mistakenly accepts creation in the first place. 21 This is an attractive 
interpretation. In the Vaitathyaprakarana (GK II) we find criticisms 
to the effect that our common sense notions of “normality” should 
not be derived purely from our waking experience and then 
extrapolated to stand for all facets of our experience (II.8). Thus, it 
would be absurd to talk of creation as having the form of a dream or 
an illusion for these can only be defined according to a dualistic creation 
scheme. It would be like explaining a flower by saying that it is like 
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a lotus. Dreams and illusions constitute a (relatively) minor aspect of 
the so-called “created” realm. Be that as it may, this does not explain 
the attribution of this view to others given its adoption by the author 
at a later point. 

Thomas Wood argues that GK I.7cd cannot be a reference to the 
author’s own view since it occurs in the midst of a list of the views 
of others. 22 Despite this, in GK 1.16 we find a reference to the 
enlightened jiva awakening to a non-dual reality which was previously 
masked by beginningless mdyd . 

1.16: anddimayaya supto yaddjlvah prabudhyate, 
ajam anidram asvapnam advaitam budhyate tada. 

When the jiva, asleep due to beginningless maya , is awakened, it then 
realizes the unborn, sleepless, dreamless non-duality. 

How are we to reconcile the author’s adoption of this term with 
his attribution of it to “others” in GK 1.7? Wood suggests that mdyd 
is used in GK I.l6 in a ‘non-illusionistic” sense, that is in a manner which 
is more conducive to the earlier (realist) meanings of mdyd as found 
in the various Samhitas arid Upanisads. 

Note that this verse refers to the individual who awakens from the illusion 
of difference and of individuality. It does not say that the world itself 
is unreal, but only that duality is an illusion. This is compatible, of course, 
with the view that the world is unreal, but is also compatible with the 
view that the world is real but also non dual. 23 

For Wood in fact this verse 

does not necessarily mean that the world as such disappears. A more 
natural and much less problematic way of reading the kdrika is to say 
that when the true nature of things is realized, the world—which is a 
manifestation of brahman—is realized to be non-dual and non-different 
from brahman. In other words, when a person attains Self-realization, 
it is not the world as such but his misapprehension and misperception 
of the nature of the world that is sublated. 24 

This interpretation of GK 1.16 is interesting since it is not 
incompatible with the mdyd doctrine as it is actually found in the 
Advaita Vedanta school (although it would be on Wood’s interpretation 
of Advaita). One way of stating the Advaita position is to say that the 
world exists insofar as it partakes of the reality of Brahman. This is 
not to deny that the world exists but merely to qualify the nature of 


that existence, so as to emphasize its total dependence upon the 
substrate Brahman. The problem with Wood’s analysis of the GK is that 
his discussion of Advaita Vedanta is hampered by*an overly-simplistic 
and one-sided interpretation of the mdyd doctrine, which he takes to 
be an assertion of the complete unreality of the world. Wood wishes 
to suggest not only that GK I does not uphold such a view but also 
that such a view is philosophically more problematic than the realistic 
metaphysics of the Upanisads and early Vedanta. Thus, 

A Vedantist who adhered strictly to the Upanisads would treat the 
conclusion that world is unreal as absurd, and conclude that the argument 
shows that the no-substance (adravya, nihsvabhdva ) view of the Budd¬ 
hist is untenable. 25 

The view that the world is an unreal illusion is attributed not only 
to Advaita Vedanta by Wood but, as the above quote suggests, to the 
various schools of Buddhism also. Thus, “according to the Mahayana, 
the world is not the manifestation of an absolute at all: it is simply 
unreal.” 26 Of course, there is a sense in which “the world is unreal” 
is a kind of shorthand for the Mahayana notion of emptiness ( sunyatd ) 
and the Advaitic notion of mayd\ however, given the importance of 
the two-truths doctrine in both the Mahayana and Advaita, it is never 
the case that the world is simply unreal. 27 There is nothing simple or 
simplistic about the Advaitic denial of the ultimate reality of the dualistic 
world. The matter is a highly complex issue involving the utilization 
of a number of different analogies to explain the (ultimately) 
inexplicable ( anirvacamya , acintya) relationship that exists between 
Brahman and the universe. While the author of the GK pre-dates the 
adoption of the anirvacamya explanation of mdyd , it is misleading 
to suggest, as Wood does, that the GK, the Advaita Vedanta school and 
the schools of Mahayana Buddhism all simply deny that the world is 
real. As we shall see when we come to consider the meaning(s) of the 
term “mdyd" in the GK, there are verses which could be taken to imply 
that the world is completely unreal only if read out of context. However, 
there are many others that refute this interpretation of mdyd (e.g. GK 

III. 28, IV.52, 53 ) Wood, in his understanding of Advaita as a wholesale 
denial of the reality of the world is attributing to the school what GK 

IV. 83 sees as an extreme view which “forever covers the Lord 
(i bhagavdn )” from sight, namely the nihilistic view that “it does not 
exist.” 

1.8. icchamatram prabhoh srstir iti srstau viniscitah, 
kdlat prasiitim bhutanam manyante kdlacintakdh . 
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Creation is merely the will of the Lord so [think others who have] a firm 
conviction about creation and those who speculate about time consider 
the creation of beings [to be] from time. 

Prabhu , the “powerful one” is used in GK 1.8 giving the view 
discussed a distinctively theistic connotation. Kuranarayana in his 
commentary suggests that creation by the Lord’s volition is the view 
of the aupanisadas. Thus he takes this to be the author’s final position 
(siddhdnta ). This is difficult to accept given the position of the view, 
embedded within a list of opponent’s doctrines, and its apparent 
incompatibility with ajativada. In the commentary, the bhdsya-kara 
(Sankara?) says that in this view the Lord is seen as a potter. As such 
his pots are manifestations of his creative will and are neither external 
nor unrelated to such will. The Kdldcintakas are those who think about 
time, they accept that time is the great dispenser. 28 

Consider also GK 1.9 the final verse of the creationist section of 
GK I, and so one might expect, some indication of the author’s own 
position. 

bhogartham srstir ity anye kridartham iti cdpare, 
devasyaisasvabhavo’ yam aptakamasya ka sprha. 29 
Creation is for the sake of enjoyment (or experience)—-so say some. Others 
say it is for the sake of sport. This again is the lordly own-nature of the 
divine, for what desire is there for the one who has obtained all wishes? 30 

Two teleological theories are put forward to account for the purpose 
or aim of creation. This is an odd topic to consider given that the author 
of the Gaudapadlya-karika upholds the doctrine of non-origination 
(iajativada ), which denies that creation has even occurred in the first 
place. Discussion of the purpose or aim of creation then would seem 
to be philosophically irrelevant and superfluous to the author. However, 
it would appear that the GK is addressing “those who are convinced 
that there is an origin of all existent entities’ ’ (mentioned at the outset 
of this discussion in GK 1.6). The first theory outlined in GK 1.9 is that 
the purpose of creation is for the divine being to have experiences. This 
is the import of various Upanisadic verses, where the divine being 
creates because of a desire for duality. 31 

The second theory considered is that diversity is for the sake of 
God’s sport or diversion. The author’s response to these views is not 
without ambiguity. “This again is the lordly own-nature of the divine, 
for what desire is there for the one who has obtained all wishes?’’ Wood 
suggests that: 
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It is possible that the siddhdnta is given by the doctrine of self-nature 
( svabhdva-vdda) of AP 9c-d only (so that the view that creation is the 
object of enjoyment or play is also rejected), but it seems more likely 
that the second half of the karikd simply makes explicit what is implicit 
in the doctrine that creation is merely the play or sport of isvara , i.e. 
that there can be no purpose or motive (prayojana ) in creation, for the 
Lord is by definition beyond all desires. This is the view of the Brahma- 
sutras. 32 

If the doctrine that creation occurs in comformity to the intrinsic nature 
(svabhava ) of the divine being (GK I.9cd) is the author s own view, 
as Wood suggests, then this appears to contradict GK 11.34. 

11.34: natmabhavena nanedam na svendpi kathancana, 
na prthan naprthak kihcid iti tattvavido viduh. 

The universe is manifold neither through the nature of atman , nor 
through its own nature. Nothing whatsoever is either separate or non¬ 
separate—this the knowers of reality know. 

Wood acknowledges, however, (in the aformentioned quote) that 
there is another interpretation of GK I.9cd. On this view, I.9cd is an 
explanation of the form creation must take if it is to be said to occur 
at all. The author suggests that creation must conform to the nature 
of the divine being from which it stems. How then can a purpose be 
found for the creation of the universe given that the basic nature 
(,svabhava ) of the divine (. deva , literally “the shining one’’) is free from 
all unfulfilled desires? Here is a compact yet devastating attack upon 
attempts to formulate a cosmogonic theory applicable to the notion 
of an omniscient and omnipotent God. While the Ilia concept is used 
to overcome this philosophical problem in the Brahmasutra, it is not 
immediately clear that the author accepts the validity of this conception 
himself. One might suggest that if Brahman has all of its desires fulfilled, 
then it will also have no desire to indulge in sport either. 

While it seems likely that GK I.9cd corresponds to the author’s own 
position, it is not immediately obvious that the same can be said for 
GK I.9ab. It should be noted that GK 1.9 approaches the question of 
creation from a different angle than the views outlined in the previous 
kdrikds. Previously, the author discussed theories about the nature of 
creation. In 1.9, the purpose of creation is discussed (a topic that 
presupposes creation itself). The author then appears to be summing 
up his discussion of creation theories with the statement that, whatever 
one’s view, creation must always conform to the intrinsic-nature of its 
creator. This does not commit the author of the GK to this view but 
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is rather a summarizing statement to the effect that “if you have a theory 
about creation—you must accept that creation conforms to the nature 
of the divine [creator].” Given that Brahman is free from all desires, 
how then is the creation-theorist to explain the purpose of creation? 
The answer is, of course, that he cannot. This leaves the whole question 
of explaining the real nature of creation unresolved, which is not 
surprising since for the author of the GK, creation is only appearance 
(mayamd tra ). 3 3 

Consider also GK 1.17 and 18: 

1.17: prapahco ‘yadi vidyeta nivarteta na sam'sayah, 
maydmdtram idam dvaitam advaitam paramarthatah. iA 
There is no doubt that if the multiplicity {prapahca ) were existing, it 
would cease to be [upon enlightenment]. This duality is only may a, in 
ultimate reality there is only non-duality. 

1.17 states that prapahca does not disappear because it does not 
in fact exist in the first place. Wood suggests that GK I. 17 and 18 are 
philosophically untenable since the unreality of the world cannot 
account for the fact that we perceive the world. How can the unreal 
even appear? 35 Again we are confronted with Wood’s misunderstanding 
of the Advaita position. In GK II and IV in particular we find most of 
the karikds therein devoted to a discussion of the nature of perception 
in order to explain precisely what is going on when we perceive a world 
of diverse objects. Wood makes no effort to consider this doctrine on 
its own terms. 36 He suggests in fact that GK I.17ab 

commits the logical fallacy of negating the antecedent of a counterfactual. 
The valid argument (modus tollendo tollens) would negate the 
disappearance of the world, from which the nonexistence of the world 
would be inferred. 37 

The argument of GK 1.17, however can be understood in a manner 
which is logically consistent. GK I.17ab suggests that: 

a. If prapahca existed it would be able to disappear 

b. Prapahca does not exist. 

c. Therefore, prapahca cannot disappear. 

1.17 is difficult to understand if taken out of context, but it makes 
perfect sense following on from the previous verse (GK 1.16) which 
describes the realisation of tunya. If this world really existed then it 


would vanish with the experience of non-duality, but it remains 
precisely because it is duality and is to be taken as merely illusion 
(mdyamatra ). The mistake is in thinking that duality even exists in the 
first place. 38 

1.18: vikalpo vinivarteta kalpito yadi kenacit, 
upadesdd ayam vado jhdte dvaitam na vidyate. 

[Upon enlightenment] wrong-interpretation ( vikalpa ) would disappear 
if it were imagined (or constructed) by someone. This way of speaking 
is for the sake of instruction; when it is known, duality is not found. 

GK 1.18 is an attempt to circumvent one of the greatest paradoxes 
of a non-dualistic soteriology—if duality is an illusion how is it that 
the dream is not broken by the first enlightened being? This presents 
no real problem for the Gaudapadiya-karikd for the following reasons: 

1. Duality as may a is not in conflict with non-duality as the 
ultimate reality (paramartha) since the former is merely an 
appearance of the latter (see GK III.17, 18; IV.4, 5). 

2. The idea of a liberated individual is an erroneous one, no jiva 
is ever liberated, since no jiva has ever entered bondage (i.e. 
ajativada , see GK 11.32; III.48). 

This verse is also as clear a denial as one is likely to find of subjective 
idealism. 

We noted in 1.7 that the author of the prakarana seems to be 
critical of the view that creation is “in the form of dream and illusion” 
(svapnamaydsvarupetT). We also noted Hixon’s point that this objection 
may itself be grounded in the denial of origination in that the use of 
an analogy from the dualistic realm (i.e., dreams and illusions) to explain 
that dualistic schema is problematic. The analogy may also have been 
objectionable on the grounds that describing the world as a dream can 
lead to the acceptance of some form of subjective idealism or solipsism 
where the individual “I” is given supreme status. Egocentricity is at 
the root of the ignorance of attachment to difference ( bheda ) (see GK 
II. 16). The ineffable, non-conceptual nature of reality is developed 
further by the explicit utilization of Buddhist dialectic in the fourth 
prakarana. 

Here in 1.17 and 18 we find the first usage of two very important 
terms in the Gaudapadian exposition of advaita-vada, i.e. prapahca 
and vikalpa. Prapahca primarily denotes the idea of plurality (literally 
“fiveness” or pahca). It is a common Buddhist technical term denoting 
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the empty “conceptual proliferation” characteristic of all (false) views, 
as is the other term which is used alongside it in the GK, the term 
vikalpa— the “conceptually-constructed,” (and hence the “imagined”). 
Clearly these are to be taken as corollaries of each other. Just as ultimate 
reality is nirvikalpa— without conceptualization, so is it prapahco- 
pasama “the stilling of the multiplicity.” 

The purpose of the inclusion of verses 17 and 18 in the GK appears 
to have been to explain how it is that the liberation of an individual 
does not cause the dissipation of duality for everyone else. The 
objection the author appears to have in mind is one often stated by 
Samkhyans in particular, namely that if there is only one atman ; 
salvation for one is salvation for all. The simple response to this is to 
point out that while there is in fact only the non-dual supreme self 
(paramdtman ) there are in fact many empirical selves {jivatman ). The 
author of the GK does not respond this way since it is his view that 
in fact there has been no origination of any empirical selves ( jivatman , 
see GK 11.32; ill.13, 48). The response that is given to such an objection 
therefore amounts to a denial that the problem exists. This duality was 
never there in the first place, and, as part of that duality, the individual 
is also not real. One should not be lead into the error of thinking that 
the world is merely a mental construction of the individual; to do so 
is to assume the reality of an individualized ego and this is precisely 
the type of “egocentricity” that causes the proliferation {prapahca ) 
of duality. 

GK 1.18, however, appears to contradict 11.12, 13, and 18: 

11.12: kalpayaty atmanatmanam atma devah svamdyayd, 
sa eva budhyate bheddn iti vedantaniscayah. 

The divine atman imagines itself through itself by means of its own 
mdya . It alone is aware of diverse things. This is the conclusion of the 
Vedanta. 

11.13: vikaroty apardn bhdvan antas citte vyavasthitdn, 
niyatdms ca bahis citta evam kalpayate prabhuh. 

It diversifies those objects existing within consciousness, and [those] fixed 
ones external to consciousness. In this manner does the Lord imagine. 

11.18: niscitayam yatha rajjvam vikalpo vinivartate, 
rajjur eveti cadvaitam tadvad atmaviniscayah. 

When the rope is clearly seen wrong-interpretation ( vikalpa ) disappears 
and there is non-duality of the rope alone; likewise is the clearly seen 
atman. 

There are, however, a couple of ways in which this apparent 
contradiction may be resolved. First, one could draw attention to I.18cd 


which suggests that verses discussing the imagining ( kalpita ) of 
anything are in fact provisional in the sense that they are put forward 
for the sake of teaching others. Thus, the rope-snake analogy of 11.18 
is not to be taken too seriously—it is, after all, only an analogy. In fact, 
both 1.18 and 11.18 agree in their final summation that in fact there is 
only non-duality ( advaita ) and nothing else. It is also possible to 
overcome the apparent contradictoriness of these verses by suggesting 
that they arc discussing different topics. 1.18 denies that any individual 
person (jlva ) could have imagined the world. This is a denial of 
subjective idealism ( drstisrstivada , “the doctrine that seeing-is- 
creating”) and solipsism (< ekajlvavada ). This does not conflict with the 
idea that a divine atman ( atma devah ) in fact does the imagining 
(kalpayate ). (Even Wood acknowledges that, the distinction between 
jivatman and atman is sometimes to be presumed—see his discussion 
of GK 1.16 on p.119, quoted earlier.) That this is the author’s intention 
can be elicited from the fact that verses such as GK 11.12 and 13 use 
the “theistic” terms “ deva ” and “ prabhu ” to describe the atman that 
imagines ( kalpayate ) the universe. It seems beyond any reasonable 
doubt that these terms arc included to differentiate the author’s own 
view from the view explicitly denied in 1.18. In GK 11.12 and 13 it is 
clearly not the jivatman that is the cause of the world’s appearance. 39 

The Relationship of GK II, III, and IV 

There are a number of instances of repetition of verses from the 
second and third prakaranas in the fourth (e.g. II. 6-7 :: IV. 31-32; 
III. 20-22 :: IV.6-8; III. 29-30 :: IV.61-62; III.48 :: 1V.71). Occasionally 
minor terminological changes occur (e.g. GK IV often has the term 
“ dharma ” (Buddhist?) instead of the “ hhava ” of GK II and III) (see 
chapter 5). This is an example of the more obvious adoption of 
Buddhistic terminology in the fourth prakarana. Despite this change, 
there are no inconsistencies between the views propounded in GK II, 
III, and IV. GK II. 32 could be seen to be contradicted by IV.73, but upon 
closer analysis it is clear that IV.73 is simply a clarification of 11.32 (in 
the same way that 11.34 is), establishing the sense in which it is correct 
to talk about origination and cessation. Such a clarification would have 
been inappropriate in GK II since it does not devote any kdrikas 
explicitly to the two-truths doctrine, although it clearly presupposes 
such a distinction. 

Other evidence, however, is suggestive of the separate authorship 
of the fourth prakarana. The invocation (mahgaldcarana) at the 
beginning of GK IV (possibly to the Buddha) implies that it is an 
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independent work. Clearly the fourth prakarana is a new departure, 
dealing with the topics of the previous prakaranas but from a slightly 
different perspective. This in itself does not necessitate separate 
authorship since the author of GK IV clearly endorses the views 
expounded in the second and third prakaranas (GK I as we have seen 
is more problematic). It should be noted, however, that GK IV is clearly 
the most philosophically sophisticated of the four prakaranas. Again 
this should not surprise us since the chapter constitutes nearly half of 
the entire text and so has more time to spend on the issues which it 
discusses. The degree of sophistication of GK IV implies that Vetter 40 
and Hixon 41 are unlikely to be correct in their belief that GK IV is the 
earliest of the four prakaranas to be composed. Vetter argues that the 
doctrine of the non-origination of atman propounded in the first three 
prakaranas presupposes the non-arising of dharmas as discussed in 
GK IV. Vetter, of course, is correct to argue that the Gaudapadian 
conception of non-origination is dependent upon the Mahayana 
conception of dharma. This will become clearer as we come to 
consider these ideas in subsequent chapters. Such philosophical 
dependence, however, does not in itself prove that the GK’s discussion 
of dharmas in the fourth prakarana was thereby the first text to be 
composed. All four prakaranas presuppose Mahayana philosophical 
notions; GK IV is an explicit discussion of that dependence. This does 
not necessitate that it was written first. On the contrary, the sophisti¬ 
cation of the fourth prakarana , and its awareness of Mahayana 
scholastic controversies suggests that it is a supplement, openly infused 
with the technical vocabulary of Buddhist scholasticism, and designed 
to elaborate upon the issues discussed in the first three prakaranas. 

Philological evidence in fact does not definitively resolve the matter 
of the chronological composition of the four prakaranas, nor does 
the silence of Buddhist and Vedantic authors with regard to the fourth 
prakarana. As we have seen, Vetter suggests that the four chapters are 
separate works connected to each other insofar as they reflect the 
development of thought of the author of the GK as a whole. 42 If Vetter 
and Hixon are correct in the establishment of GK IV ax the earliest of 
the four prakaranas, then what we have in the GK is a textual 
crystallization of the process whereby Buddhist philosophy became 
increasingly “Brahmanized” and incorporated into the Vedanta 
tradition. Thus GK IV would represent the early thought of the 
Buddhist-inspired Gaudapada, while GK II, III, and I (probably 
composed in that order given their relative Brahmanical content) would 
represent later stages in the “Vedanticization” of Gaudapadian thought. 


Perhaps GK IV was explicitly written to show that even Buddhism 
has a great deal of affinity with Vedantic doctrines. This, of course, 
would imply that Buddhism is worth considering. We can assume, 
therefore, that GK IV was composed with the intention of either 
“wooing” Buddhists toward Vedanta, or establishing the validity of 
Vedantic ideas within a context of Buddhist philosophical hegemony. 
Both possibilities suggest a pre-Sahkarite date for the fourth prakarana. 
Buddhism was in the beginning of its decline in India around the eighth 
and ninth centuries CE and there would have been little reason for 
justifying the (established) doctrines of Vedanta along Buddhist lines. 

Upon examination it becomes clear that GK IV deals with two main 
philosophical themes. First, it spends a considerable amount of time 
discussing the nature of experience, developing a phenomenology of 
perception, that has most often been described as “idealistic.” We shall 
have reason to cast doubt upon such unqualified characterization in 
due course. Nevertheless, this analysis of experience is not a significantly 
new departure for the GK, being little more than a rendering explicit 
of the implicit epistemological presuppositions of GK II. The second 
theme discussed in GK IV is the central tenet of the Gaudapadi- 
ya-karika as a whole, i.e. the doctrine of non-origination. Together 
these two themes constitute the fundamental lynchpins of Gaudapadian 
thought. 

The originality of the fourth prakarana, however, should not be 
over emphasized. Both the third and fourth prakaranas accept the 
“consciousness-vibration” ( cittaspandita ) theory of perception and use 
the term “mayd” in a phenomenological-experiential context. GK III 
introduces the reader to the concept of ‘ ‘ asparsa-yoga a term also 
discussed in the fourth prakarana .« GK III is thoroughly Vedantic in 
its style, form, and content and yet still shows clear signs of Buddhist 
influence. 44 

The philosophical unanimity of GK II, III, and IV can be illustrated 
by a brief consideration of their textual inter-relatedness. Karikas 1-10 
and 14-15 of GK II correspond to GK IV.32-41 in their elucidation of 
the doctrine that the world is like a dream (svapna) and an appearance 
( : maya .) Nevertheless, this does not mean that karikas 11-13, 16-31, 
33 and 35-38 of the second prakarana are incompatible with GK IV, 
only that the content of these verses concerns specifically Vedantic 
themes that are not considered in the fourth prakarana. Thus those 
verses which do not find direct philosophical connections with the 
fourth prakarana can be linked up with GK III.1-19 and 23-27, which 
deals with the same basic themes from the same philosophical 
perspective. The discussion of the many different ways in which the 
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at man is wrongly conceived ( vi-klp ) as many different things (GK 

II. 20-30) is intimately connected with the author’s underlying belief 
that ajativada does not conflict with any other doctrines 
(avirodhavdda). The explicit elucidation of this claim, however, is not 
to be found in the second prakarana itself, but in GK III.17, 18, and 
IV.4, 5- Likewise GK III. 20-22 and 27-48 expound views identical to 
those found in GK IV. 

To sum up the relationship of the texts, GK III appears to be an 
important bridging text between GK II and GK IV. The second 
prakarana functions as a basic outline of the GK’s philosophical 
position (GK I being a discussion of the MU). GK III is a “theological” 
justification of this position through an examination of various Vedantic 
sources and “great sayings” ( mahavakya ). GK IV functions as a further 
exposition of the topics introduced in the second and third prakaranas 
using the philosophically sophisticated terminology of the Buddhists. 

Philological analysis also points to further similiarities between GK 
III and IV. In particular the use of the phrase “ ajatisamata ” in GK 

III. 2 and 38 is unique to the GK and is paralleled by the conjunction 
of “aja" and “ samya ” in GK IV.93, 95, and 100. The philosophical 
and linguistic similarities between GK III and IV suggests common 
authorship or at least common lineage (perhaps the author of one was 
the teacher of the other). It is likely, however, that GK IV was originally 
a separate text in its own right (hence the invocation at GK IV. 1). The 
purpose of GK IV, apart from its playfully Buddhistic pretensions, 
appears to have been to provide an exposition of the “ ajatisamat- 
advaita ” doctrines of the first three prakaranas through a 
philosophical analysis of the nature of experience. GK IV, then, is 
primarily a phenomenological treatise written with the intention of 
refuting the claim that the doctrine of non-origination contradicts 
experience. That the fourth prakarana is a separate text, however, does 
not necessitate that it is the work of a different author. 

The question of the chronological order of the four chapters, 
however, is not an easy one to answer definitively. It could be argued 
that the discussion of the similarity of the waking and dream states in 
the second prakarana presupposes the “idealistic” epistemology 
elucidated in the fourth. This might imply that the fourth is the earlier 
of the two. However, it might also be argued that the fourth is merely 
an unpacking of the presuppositions of the second. The length of the 
fourth prakarana makes it all the more likely that it will clarify points 
raised in the other prakaranas. The greater sophistication of the fourth 
prakarana may be taken as evidence of an early date (based upon the 
argument that the other prakaranas presume its existence) or a later 
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date (based upon the argument that GK IV is a development of the 
previous prakaranas ). Let us consider this question in the light of 
external references to the GK. 


The Gaudapadiya-karika and Bhavaviveka 

The earliest reference to a “ Vedanta-vada' ’ or “ Vedanta-darsana 
can be found in the work of the Madhyamika Bhavaviveka. An entire 
chapter (chapter III) is devoted to the views of the Vedanta in his 
Madhyamakahrdayakdrika (MHK) and the commentary upon it (the 
Tarkajvala). Although much of the ensuing discussion deals with a 
form of Vedanta more akin to the perspective of the Brahmasiitra than 
that of the karikds, Bhavaviveka does quote three verses that sub¬ 
stantially resemble verses in the GaudapadTya-kdrika, and a fourth 
reference which is virtually identical with verse five of the third 
prakarana . 45 

During his discussion of Vedanta philosophy, Bhavaviveka deals 
with a doctrine which likens the relationship between the supreme and 
the individual self with that which exists between space and the space 
enclosed in pots. The supreme atman is to be compared to the space 
in general, while the embodied self is like the confined space within 
the pot. While pots are made and destroyed, the space which exists 
within them is neither produced nor destroyed, but is eternal, singular, 
and omnipresent. The unique atman likewise is divided in the same 
manner as space is divided in pots. All of this bears a remarkable 
resemblance to the discussion found at the beginning of the third 
prakarana of the Gaudapadiya-karika. What makes the evidence all 
the more convincing is the fact that Bhavaviveka quotes a verse that 
appears to be taken directly from the third prakarana. 

MHK 8.13: ghatdkase yathaikasminrajodhumadibhir vrte, 
tadvatta na hi sarvesam sukhdder na tathatmanah. 

Just as when the space enclosed in a jar is polluted by dust and smoke etc., 
not all are in fact affected, so is the atman with regard to happiness etc. 

GK III.3: yathaikasmin ghatdkase raj odhumadibhir yute f 
na sarve samprayujyante tadvaj jlvdh sukhadibhih. 

Just as when the space enclosed in a jar is mixed up with dust and smoke 
etc., not all are associated with them, so are the jlvas with regard to 
happiness etc. 
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Although these verses are not verbatim (as Walleser 46 and Bhatta- 
charya 47 mistakenly thought) their resemblance is too remarkable to 
go unnoticed. Most scholars place Bhavaviveka sometime in the sixth 
century of the Common Era. 48 If the MHK is quoting directly from the 
GaudapddTya-kdrikd, then this would seem to place the author of GK 
III. 5 somewhere in the early sixth century at the latest. This creates 
problems for the traditional view which identifies Gaudapada as the 
teacher of Sankara’s teacher since today most scholars would place 
Sankara in the eighth century. 

However, the Bhavavivekan evidence is not nearly as conclusive 
as some would have us assume. Bhavaviveka may have been aware of 
some early form of Vedanta, pre-dating Sankara, but this does not prove 
that the quoted verses originated in the Gaudapadiya-karika. It is clear 
from the veiled allusions and frequent half-quotations of Buddhist and 
Upanisadic texts that the author(s?) of the kdrikas were not afraid to 
acknowledge their debt to their own philosophical environment. There 
is no reason to believe that the “space in pots” analogy was a peculiar 
invention of the GK; indeed, there had already been a long tradition 
of associating the supreme Brahman with space ( akasa ), as well as 
traditional analogies based upon the status of clay pots in relation to 
the clay which they are made out of. 49 Such an analogy then would 
not have been out of place in the Upanisadic literature itself, nor indeed 
is it ignored by the Mahayana. 50 Three viable possibilities therefore 
present themselves. First, that Bhavaviveka is here reliant upon GK III 
and is directly quoting from it. Second, that GK III. 5 is in fact dependent 
upon Bhavaviveka’s MHK. A third possibility is that both texts ar£ 
quoting from a common source. B. N. Krishnamurti Sharma suggested 
as long ago as 1931 that GK III.3 is “plagiarized” by its author, being 
in fact a verse from the Visnu Purana. 51 Sharma points out that 
Vijnanabhik^u (second half of sixteenth century?) 52 in his bhasya on 
Sdmkhyapravacanasutra 1.152 cites two verses which appear in the 
GK. 53 One of these verses is ascribed to the Visnu Purana. The verse 
reads: 

yathaikasmin ghatakdse rajodhumddibhir vrte, 

na ca sarve prayujyante eva jivah sukhadibhih. 

Not only is this virtually identical to GK III.5, but the first line of 
the verse conforms almost exactly to MHK 8.13ab (the slight difference 
being in word order). The “ yute ” of GK III.5b differs from the “vrte" 
found in both MHK 8.13b and the verse quoted by Vijhanabhiksu. It 
would seem that Bhavaviveka is quoting from the Visnu Purana and 


not from GK III.5 after all. This interpretation is confirmed by the fact 
that MHK 8.13ab conforms to the verse quoted by Vijhanabhiksu more 
than it does to GK III.5ab in that it ends with “vrte" and not “yute." 
However, as Sangamlal Pandey notes, this is simply a case of a mistaken 
attribution by Vijhanabhiksu. 54 Thus, Vijhanabhiksu notwithstanding, 
some form of relationship between the MHK and GK III remains a strong 
possibility. 

GK III spends verses 3-7 outlining the analogy of the space in clay 
pots. This analogy occurs in the context of a wider discussion of the 
relationship between atman and the many individual jlvas. Other 
analogies are also utilized and there is nothing to suggest that GK III.5 
is an isolated verse quoted from another context. Also one should note 
that GK III.5 is discussing the relationship between an individual self, 
denoted by the use of the term “jlvaf and the supreme self, referred 
to by the term “atman!' The verse as it appears in MHK 8.12 makes 
no explicit distinction between terms, referring simply to the self as 
“atman .” The greater sophistication of GK III could be seen as a further 
refinement of the verse as it occurs in the MHK. Certainly Bhavaviveka 
makes no use of the term “jivaf referring instead to the plurality of 
bodies (deha) in contrast to the unity of the atman. The most likely 
explanation, however, is that Bhavaviveka is here adapting GK III.5 to 
fit the context of his own discussion—the verse being used by the 
Buddhist philosopher to illustrate the sense in which there is only one 
self (atman) and yet a plurality of embodied selves (sarlrin, dehin). 
That this is Bhavaviveka’s intention is clear from verse 23 where he 
attributes the view that there are two forms of the self—embodied and 
liberated, to the Vedantavadins. After elucidating the pot-space analogy 
(MHK, vv. 10-13) Bhavaviveka has the Vedantin declare that: 

dehasamstho py asahgatvad bhuhjano nopalipyate, 
rajavat kamacarlca pdpendnaparddhy asau. 

Although He resides in the body, he is not defiled when He enjoys 
[objects], since He is not attached; just like a king (raja) who behaves 
according to his pleasure ( kama ), that (Purusa) remains innocent of evil 
deeds. 55 

This view is attacked in verse 71 on the grounds that an unchanging 
(avikdritva) self cannot at the same time be an embodied enjoyer of 
experience. It seems likely then that Bhavaviveka has adapted GK III.5 
to fit his own discussion (and subsequent refutation) of Vedanta 
philosophy. 
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However, this is not the only evidence of a relationship existing 
between the GK and Bhavaviveka’s Madhyamakahrdayakdrikd. 
Chapter five of this work (the Yogacaratattvaviniscaya , vv. 1-113) is 
devoted to the exposition and refutation of the Yogacara school, and 
includes within itself quotations, in the purvapaksa, of various texts 
of the Yogacara school. MHK 5.6 is of particular interest to us since 
it reads: 

prajhapteh sanimittatvad anyatha dvayandsatah, 
samklesasyopalabdhes ca paratantrastitd mata . 

This is virtually identical to Gaudapadlya-karika IV.24: 

prajhapteh sanimittatvam anyatha dvayandsatah, 
samklesasyopalabdhes ca paratantrastitd matd. 

The correspondence between these two verses in terms of terminology 
and word-order is so exact that coincidence can be quite confidently 
ruled out. From the context of the verse in the Gaudapadiya-kdrikd, 
it would also seem to be the view of a purvapaksin and is not the 
author’s own view since in the immediately succeeding verse there is 
a refutation of the idea that prajhapti (designation) can have a nimitta 
(objective referent, literally a “mark”). There can be little doubt, 
therefore, that the author of GK IV is here quoting either directly or 
indirectly from a Yogacara text. 

Lindtner has also noted the similarity between MHK 5-6 and GK 
IV.24, and pinpoints the quotation as a verse from the voluminous Xian- 
yang-sheng-jiao-lun , (reconstructed as * Vikhyapana ), a Chinese text 
ascribed to Asanga and a major source of Yogacara ideas for 
Bhavaviveka. 56 Lindtner himself suggests that 

[I]t is certainly most likely that GK is quoting from MHK rather than vice 
versa , not only because the appendix to the Prajhapracfipa . . . leaves 
no doubt whatsoever that Bhavya in several places had the * Vikhyapana 
before him when referring to Yogacara, and thus knew it from autopsy, 
but also, if I am not wrong, because there are otherwise no references 
at all to the * Vikhyapana in the GK. It thus seems likely that the quotation 
in the GK is a second-hand one. 57 

The philosophical position of kdrika 24 is clearly that of the 
Yogacara school and is an attempt to establish the existence of the 
“dependency” realm (paratantrastitd ). Bhavaviveka criticizes the 
trisvabhava scheme in his appendix to chapter XXV of the 


Prajhapradipa , and again in his critique of the Yogacara in chapter 
five of the MHK. The status of the paratantra-svabhdva is in fact the 
main bone of contention in the scholastic controversy between the 
Madhyamaka and Yogacara schools in the sixth century CE, reflecting 
as it does the paradigmatic distinction between their respective 
(developed) philosophies. 59 The author of GK IV is clearly aware of 
the debate between the Madhyamaka and Yogacara schools over this 
issue and in this instance is in agreement with Bhavaviveka in suggesting 
that ultimately the objective reference to be found in the dependency 
realm is itself lacking in any objectivity (animittatva) of its own. 60 

The author of GK IV (at least), therefore, is remarkably well 
informed concerning an issue which was, after all, an internal Mahayana 
controversy between Buddhist scholasts of the fifth and sixth centuries 
CE. This in itself shows a considerable awareness and depth of 
understanding of the Madhyamaka and Yogacara positions. Influence 
from Mahayana sdstras is one thing, but for the author of an apparently 
Vedantic text to feel the need to discuss a doctrinal issue that is largely 
internal to the Mahayana scholastic tradition is an astounding feature 
to find in an apparently non-Mahayana text. This aspect of the 
Gaudapadlya-karika (and in particular the fourth prakarana ) will be 
considered further in a later chapter. 

Let us consider the possible implications of this evidence. If it is 
in fact the case that the author of the fourth prakarana is dependent 
upon the works of Bhavaviveka rather than the other way around, as 
is usually suggested, then this would place GK IV historically later than 
the sixth century CE. This late date for the authorship of GK IV would 
provide some vindication for the Vedanta tradition which places 
Gaudapada some two generations before Sankara (who lived c. eighth 
century CE). Our attention should be drawn, however, to the problem 
of multiple authorship. If GK III is pre-Bhavavivekan (since Bhavaviveka 
appears to quote from it), GK IV might still be post-Bhavavivekan. To 
safeguard single authorship one might suggest that GK III.5 is in fact 
dependent upon Bhavaviveka rather than the other way around. On 
this view GK III and IV would both be dependent upon Bhavaviveka’s 
MHK. Nevertheless, the question remains—why would the Vedantic 
author of the third prakarana rely upon a Buddhist scholastic summary 
(and critique) of Vedantic philosophy, given that he is already 
considerably versed in the relevant texts and traditions themselves? 

As we have seen Bhavaviveka cites a verse which is virtually 
identical to Gaudapadlya-karika III. 5. Given that the verse is quoted 
in the context of a chapter on Vedanta philosophy and appears to be 
adapted to fit the context of Bhavaviveka’s discussion, it seems unlikely 
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that GK III is dependent upon the MHK in this instance. The GK as 
a whole shows great familiarity with Upanisadic ideas and doctrines, 
and as a Vedantic text in its own right would hardly need to refer to 
a Buddhist text to supplement the interpretation of its own tradition. 
Why then does Bhavaviveka appear to ignore GK IV in his account of 
Vedanta philosophy? There are two possible explanations. First, he may 
not have been aware of its existence, which implies that it was not yet 
written or at least that it was a separate text in its own right. An 
alternative explanation is that Bhavaviveka ignored the fourth 
prakarana of the GK because of its unquestionably Buddhist content. 
This argument, however, is weak since Bhavaviveka would surely have 
cited karikas from GK IV to substantiate his claim that the Vedanta 
school is a “completely heterogenous” mixture ( atyantatulyajatlya) 
of the doctrines of other schools (including Buddhism). GK IV, more 
than any other prakarana adapts Buddhist terminology and arguments 
so as to conform to its own Vedantic position. In verse 86 of the MHK 
chapter on the Vedanta Bhavaviveka states that: 

Being convinced that this infallible system of the Tathagata is a good one 
(subha), here [in the Vedanta system] the heterodox sectarians (ttlrthika ), 
being desirous (sprhd) of [that doctrine], have therefore [even] made it 
their own ,... 61 

No citation or reference to the fourth prakarana , however, can be 
found in the text which might have substantiated this position. 

As we have seen, the view that GK IV is later than Bhavaviveka 
is supported by the fact that both MHK and GK IV. 24 quote a verse 
from the Vikhyapana of Asanga. Bhavaviveka quotes other verses from 
this same text in his other works and so it would seem that GK IV.24 
is itself dependent upon chapter five of the MHK as a source of Yogacara 
ideas, or at least on the general Bhavavivekan critique of the Yogacara 
position. (This seem particularly apt when we note that GK IV.25 agrees 
with Bhavaviveka in refuting the verse in question). Now, if Bhavaviveka 
had GK III before him when he wrote his chapter on the Vedanta (MHK 
8), this would seem to suggest separate authorship of GK III and IV, 
in that the former would be prior and the latter posterior to 
Bhavaviveka. 

However, silence with regard to the fourth prakarana does not 
definitively prove that the text was not in existence at this time, or even 
that Bhavaviveka was not aware of it. We know nothing of the status 
of the GK in Indian philosophical circles at this time. The fourth 
prakarana may have been dismissed by the Buddhists for the obvious 


“plagiarized distortion” that it would seem to be in their eyes. Equally, 
one might argue that GK IV is in mind when Bhavaviveka criticizes 
Vedanta for plagiarizing the teachings of the Buddha (MHK 8.86). This 
view is supported if one considers the views which Bhavaviveka actually 
attributes to the Vedanta in his discussion of the school. Most of the 
doctrines mentioned show little similarity or dependence upon 
fundamental Buddhist views. The critique of the Vedanta school as a 
syncretistic amalgam of other schools (including Buddhism) therefore 
seems somewhat out of place given the evidence which Bhavaviveka 
himself provides. Indeed, Bhavaviveka seems to be basing his syncre¬ 
tistic view of the Vedanta on his knowledge of the Gaudapadiya-karika 
in particular. Note, for instance, that cries of plagiarism are made 
immediately after verses criticizing the doctrines of non-origination 
(ajativada, 8.81,82), non-dualism (advaita, 8.83), and the concept of 
the “self-identity of non-origination” ( ajatisamata , 8.78-83). That 
Bhavaviveka is here referring to the cardinal doctrines and concepts 
of the GK is therefore beyond any reasonable doubt. 

Lindtner has suggested that the phrase “ ajatisamatdm gatam ” 
(III.2 and III. 38) is “a term almost showing the ‘fingerprint’ of 
Gaudapada.” 62 This Gaudapadian “technical term” found in GK III has 
clear parallels in GK IV (ajam samyam , IV.93, IV.100; aje samye , IV.95), 
a factor which is suggestive of single authorship of the two prakaranas. 
As already noted, Bhavaviveka uses the compound “ ajatisamata ” in 
MHK 8.78, 79 (79 and 80 in Qvarnstrom’s edition) in his discussion 
of the Vedanta and Lindtner suggests that MHK 80cd (Qvarnstrom 81cd) 
is either a direct reference to the views expressed in GK III.38, or “to 
some passage virtually identical with this in word and thought.” This 
would establish that Bhavaviveka is indeed indebted to.GK III. The 
concept of ajatisamata is unique to the GK and consequently it is likely 
that the critique of the concept in MHK 8.78-84 (not present in the 
Tibetan manuscripts) 63 is a direct critique of the philosophical position 
of the GK. 64 Qvarnstrom notes that: 

As far as the “pot-space” simile is concerned, it is most likely that Bhavya 
in the VTV [Vedantatattvaviniscaya] draws on GK. Gaudapada is, as far 
as we know, the one who introduced this simile into the Vedanta tradition, 
perhaps under Buddhist influence. Bhavya’s criticism of the 
*ajdtisamatavdda (the doctrine of the self-identity of non-origination) 
of GK, found in VTV, further strengthens this assumption. However, this 
does not mean that the Vedantadarsana , presented by Bhavya, is in 
complete agreement with GK or even comes from the same tradition as 
GK . 65 
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It is pertinent to note that Bhavaviveka’s description of Vedanta 
doctrines (MHK 8.1-17) makes no mention of the terms avidyd or 
maya. The self is frequently referred to by the term “ purusa ,” and in 
MHK 8.4ab Bhavaviveka says that this “person” (purusa ) is regarded 
by the Vedantins as “whatever is past (bhuta), present (bhavat) and 
future ( bhavisyatyf 66 Verse 5 adopts the analogy of the spider and its 
thread to explain the manifestation of the universe. 67 The self ( atman) 
is described as the world cause (jagatkdranata , 8.19), and the agent 
(kartf) and enjoyer (bhoktr) of experience (8.3, 4, 14, 25-35; ad. 8.14). 
Liberation from samsara is attained through the practice of yoga (8.16; 
ad. 8.3; ad. 8.5). This is the realization that the atman is all-pervasive 
(sarvagata) eternal (nitya) and one (eka) (8.16). Being beyond the scope 
of words ( vacdm agocara ), some, however, apply names to the atman 
if “their minds are misled by difference” (bhedapahrtabuddhi, 8.17). 
While there is little here which directly corresponds to the perspective 
of the Gaudapadiya-karika, there is also little which explicitly 
contradicts it. It would seem from the contents of MHK 8 that 
Bhavaviveka has a number of different Vedantic texts before him when 
writing the MHK. 68 

We have already noted that Bhavaviveka criticizes the notion of the 
self-identity of non-origination ( ajatisamata ), a phrase peculiar to GK 
III. MHK 8.73 is a refutation of the oneness of the self (ekatva), on 
v the grounds that oneness requires a relationship and presupposes a 
duality (of other numbers). This criticism, however, is not relevant to 
the radical non-dualism (< advaita-vada ) of the GK which avoids the 
pitfalls of a simplistic monism (ekatva-vada). In MHK 8.79, however, 
Bhavaviveka attacks the notion that one can have knowledge (jhana) 
of the ‘ ‘self-identity of non-origination’ ’ without presupposing a duality 
between the knowledge (jhana) and the thing known (jheya ). This 
seems to be a critique of the view propounded in GK III. 33 and 38 
(and possibly, though less securely, IV.95, 96). Bhavaviveka also attacks 
the Vedanta school for its understanding of the fact that non-origination 
is the intrinsic nature ( svabhava ) of entities (MHK 8.89-104). This 
amounts to a direct assault upon the Gaudapadian conception of reality, 
which precisely establishes its philosophical position in terms of the 
concept of an unchanging intrinsic nature (svabhava), see chapter 4. 
This combined with the citation of a verse almost verbatim to GK III. 5 
suggests that there can be little doubt that Bhavaviveka had (at least) 
the third prakarana of the GK before him when he wrote his Mad- 
hyamakahrdayakdrikd. This places the third prakarana in a period 
earlier than the sixth century CE. It is conceivable (although not so 
assured) that other prakaranas can be assigned to that date also given 


their philosophical and linguistic coherence with GK III. But to what 
date are we to assign the fourth prakarana ? 

The Author of the Fourth Prakarana 
and Buddhist Scholasticism 

The Buddhist University of Nalanda appears to have been founded 
at the beginning of the fifth century CE by the Gupta royal household. 69 
Paul Williams notes that the University seems to have “taught not only 
Buddhism but Hindu thought and other disciplines such as medicine.” 70 
By the sixth century, Nalanda had become an important center for the 
study of Mahayana, and in particular Yogacara, philosophy. Dharmapala 
was active there from 530-561 CE, and it was under his pupil STlabhadra 
that Hsiian-tsang is said to have studied and founded the Chinese 
Vijhdnavada school (Fa-hsiang) in 633 or 637 CE, (as explicated in 
his Tch’eng wei che louen). Consequently, Chinese Yogacara 
incorporated many of the doctrinal idiosyncracies of Dharmapala and 
the Nalanda school. 

In contrast to the Nalanda understanding of Yogacara, there also 
existed a rival sub-school of the Yogacara represented by Sthiramati. 
This sub-school was established at the University of Valabhi, founded 
in the sixth century by Sthiramati’s teacher Gunamati on his departure 
from the Nalanda institute. 71 Richard Robinson suggests that, 

Buddhist Tantra especially prospered from the eighth century on, under 
the Pala dynasty of Bengal (circa 750-1150 CE). At Nalanda, the great 
center of Buddhism at that time, Perfection of Wisdom ideas combined 
with Tantra, uniting metaphysics with ritual, magical practices. 72 

I-Tsing, who visited Nalanda circa 700 CE, remarked that the two 
schools remained in their own vicinity and did not become embroiled 
in disputes with one another. 73 He further noted that there were some 
ten thousand monks studying HInayana, Mahayana, logic, maths, 
medicine, etc. at Nalanda. The university, however, is thought to have 
been destroyed in the Islamic invasions of the twelfth or thirteenth 
century. Nevertheless, it is clear that the two universities at Nalanda 
and Valabhi flourished around the time to which we have assigned the 
composition of the prakaranas of the Gaudcipadlya-kdrika and, as 
we have seen, the author of the fourth prakarana of that text seems 
to be acutely aware of the nature of the ensuing debate between the 
Madhyamikas (represented by Bhavaviveka in chapter XXV of his 
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Prajnapradipa, and chapter III of his MHK, and later by Candraklrti 
in his Madhyamakdvatdra) and the Yogacarins (represented by 
Dharmapala at Nalanda and Sthiramati at Valabhl). One should not 
discount the possibility that the author of the fourth prakarana (at 
least) may have spent some time at one of these (or related) institutions. 
The depth of knowledge of Buddhist ideas and terminology is 
considerable and it is inconceivable that the fourth prakarana could 
have been written without a substantial grounding in Buddhist phil¬ 
osophy and its internal controversies. Our assessment of the doctrine 
of the Alatasantiprakarana (GK IV) is that it rejects the Yogacara’s 
assessment of the dependency realm as existent (paratantrastita) (see 
GK IV.24 and 25) on the grounds that the dependency realm itself has 
no independent or objective basis for its existence. As such, the fourth 
prakarana displays a greater affinity with the Madhyamaka point of 
view, although this does not preclude the acceptance of a Yogacara- 
style analysis of experience. 

Thus, the fourth prakarana shows a highly developed Madhyamaka- 
Yogacara syncretism. The prakaranas of the GK adopt arguments 
rejecting common-sense notions of causality from the Madhyamaka 
school and a phenomenological analysis of experience from the 
Yogacara school. This is remarkable for a number of reasons. First, 
because it may well precede (or at least be contemporaneous with) the 
Mahayana’s own syncretism of the two schools in the works of 
Vimuktisena (sixth century CE) and Santaraksita (seventh century CE), 
and second, because it is performed by a Vedantin and not by a 
Buddhist. The sophistication of the syncretism of Buddhist philo¬ 
sophical schools in the fourth prakarana in particular implies a later 
date for GK IV in comparison with the other prakaranas, as would 
the author’s awareness of the sixth century Mahayana controversy over 
the status of th e paratantra-svabhava. If we follow Tibetan sources 
in assigning the earliest attempted syncretism of the Madhyamaka and 
Yogacara to the sixth century Mahayanist Vimuktisena, the juxtaposition 
of Yogacara and Madhyamaka ideas in GK IV does not seem so odd. 74 
In fact, one might suggest that the author of the fourth prakarana was 
a sixth century Vedantin stimulated by the Madhyamaka-Yogacara 
discussions of his day. One should acknowledge, however, that the 
first three prakaranas contain the views of a non-dualistic lineage 
(sampradaya) to which the author of the fourth prakarana belonged. 

It seems undeniable that the fourth prakarana of the GK is a 
separate treatise in its own right (hence the mahgalacarana at the 
beginning of the text). The author of GK IV writes with a different 


purpose than the other three—namely to establish the sense in which 
ajativada does not contradict our experience of the world. To achieve 
this end GK IV openly adopts Mahayana arguments, drawing upon 
Buddhist scholastic debates concerning the analysis of experience into 
dharmas. Taking a broadly Yogacaran position, though adapted to suit 
a Vedantic ontology, GK IV is an attempt to explain the dualistic nature 
of our experience in the light of the doctrine of non-origination 
(ajativada ). It is in this context that the dynamic notion of asparsayoga 
is introduced as the soteriological (meditative), and theoretical focus 
of GK IV. 

Bhavaviveka criticizes a number of different Vedantic systems in 
the MHK. One of those systems appears to have established its 
philosophical position around the notion of “ ajatisamata ,” a term 
which Bhavaviveka takes to be a technical term of the Vedanta school. 
Given that this concept appears in no Vedantic text before or after GK 
III, it would seem that it is this to which Bhavaviveka is referring. The 
linguistic commonalities of GK III and IV, however, suggest a close link 
between the two. 


Conclusion 

Our analysis has brought forward the following conclusions with 
regard to the nature of the text known as the Gaudapadiya-kdrikd. 
They are: 

A. GK IV is composed by an author influenced by GK III, perhaps 
even a member of the same lineage {sampradaya). The 
Gaudapadian conception of Vedanta centers upon the doctrine 
of the self-identity of non-origination {ajatisamata-vada), a 
central concept of GK III and IV. The points of departure for 
GK III and GK IV, however, fundamentally differ. The third 
prakarana approaches the question of non-origination from 
an ontological and broadly speaking Vedantic perspective, 
though Buddhist influence is still obvious. In contrast to this 
GK IV spends much of its time discussing the phenomenology 
of experience, openly using a carefully selected but wide-range 
of Buddhist concepts taken from the Madhyamaka and Yogacara 
philosophical traditions. 

B. By the eighth century of the Common Era the first, second, and 
third prakaranas of the GK were linked and attributed by the 
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Sankarite tradition to a figure (or figures—the references are 
often ambiguous) known as “Gauda,” “Gaudacarya,” or 
“Gaudapada.” 

C. Gaudapadlya-karika IV. 24 is a quotation from the Vikbyapana 
of Asanga. The author of the fourth prakarana may not be 
directly indebted to Bhavaviveka here, but the refutation which 
follows in GK IV. 25 would appear to suggest that the author 
flourished in a time when the Madhyamaka-Yogacara contro¬ 
versy over the status of the paratantra-svabhava was apparent. 
Since Bhavaviveka appears to have been the main Madhyamika 
protagonist in this particular inter-scholastic debate, one can 
assume that GK IV was in fact composed with his work in mind. 
This would appear to place the author of the fourth prakarana 
in the mid-to late sixth century CE at the earliest. 

D. Historically speaking, it can only be stated with absolute 
certainty that GK IV is first acknowledged (and at the same time 
specifically connected with GK I, II and III) by the author of 
the Gaudapadiya-karika-bhasya . It seems likely that GK IV 
was initially a separate treatise discussing a different (but related) 
area and perhaps even written for a different audience, a 
Buddhist one perhaps. Whatever the status of the four pra¬ 
karanas as a single text, all four (and in particular II, III, and 
IV) uphold the same fundamental view with regard to the 
equality of dream and waking states, and the non-origination 
of the dtman etc. It is likely therefore, that the chapters are 
the work of an early tradition (sampradaya) of Bengali 
(Gaudadesa) Advaitins flourishing in the pre-Sankarite era. GK 
I is more problematic, but not irreconcilable with the other 
prakaranas. Clearly by the eighth century CE it is linked with 
the figure(s) of “Gauda” and the second and third prakaranas. 

The problem of assiging a fixed date to the compositon of the fourth 
prakarana , however, remains. Why does GK IV (in particular) go 
unmentioned in Vedanta and Buddhist texts until the composition of 
the Gaudapddlya-kdrikabhdsya ? Wood suggests that this is because 
GK IV is a comparatively late post-Sahkarite text. 75 This hypothesis, 
however, does not explain: 

1. The Buddhist nature of the language. Buddhism was not a viable 
force in post-Sahkarite India. There would have been no reason 
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for the adoption of Buddhist terminology and arguments since 
Advaita Vedanta had already formulated its own distinctive 
approach and terminology. 

2. The fourth prakarana is relatively unsophisticated in com¬ 
parison with other Vedantic works of the post-Sahkarite period. 
The text shows no grasp of the concept of anirvacariiya , etc. 
nor is there any evidence of an awareness of rival interpretations 
such as the Visistadvaita. While the fourth prakarana deals with 
the issues it discusses in a more sophisticated manner than the 
other prakaranas , nowhere can one find evidence that would 
date the sources of the text to a period later than the sixth 
century of the Common Era. 

The most likely explanation, therefore, is that GK IV is a com¬ 
paratively early text of the Vedanta school written before the time of 
Sankara and before the decline of Buddhism in India. Perhaps the figure 
of “Gaudapada,” traditionally Sankara’s paramaguru , was indeed a 
seventh century Advaitin. This figure might then be the author of the 
fourth prakarana and editor of the other three. One discrepancy 
remains in this theory however. In the few citations of the GK that can 
be unquestionably demonstrated to be from the early tradition of 
Sankara and his immediate disciples, references to the fourth prakarana 
are conspicuous by their absence. However, this can be accounted for 
if we consider the problematic nature of the text for the Advaita Vedanta 
" school. Not only does the fourth prakarana show an unmistakable 
reliance upon Buddhist logic and terminology, it also appears to endorse 
an epistemological “idealism” which was frankly unacceptable to 
Sankara and his disciples (the question of the GK’s “idealism” will be 
discussed in a later chapter). It would seem that in the period between 
the composition of the fourth prakarana and the works of Sankara 
(eighth century CE), the Vedanta tradition closed ranks, and entered 
into a more antagonistic and aggressive relationship with the Buddhist 
traditions of India. 

The fourth prakarana of the GK causes immense problems for the 
Advaita school because of its free-flowing adoption of Buddhist ideas, 
arguments and terminology. Consequently, no mention of GK IV is 
found within the cardinal texts of Vedanta, even amongst those which 
must have been writing after Anandagiri’s vyakhya on the Gauda- 
padiya-kdrikabhasya. This fact in itself is astounding and should be 
kept in mind when attempting to assign a firm date to the composition 
of GK IV. Certain commentators on the first prakarana (and in the 
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case of Purusottama the second prakarana as well) would have seized 
upon GK IV as evidence of the crypto-Buddhism of Advaita Vedanta. 
That this did not occur can only be explained by the fact that these 
authors were unaware of the fourth prakarana or at least that they 
did not link it with the text upon which they were commenting. 76 This 
omission is despite the fact that all four prakaranas had been 
commented upon as if a single text (possibly by Sankara himself) 77 and 
that Anandagiri had written a vyakhya to that commentary c.1300 CE. 

If the Advaita tradition avoids referring to GK IV at all costs, then 
this would also explain the silence of the Buddhist sources—they simply 
were not made aware of it. Bhavaviveka (early sixth century) and 
Santaraksita (early eighth century) quote from the second and third 
prakaranas but not from the fourth. Surely neither would have missed 
the opportunity of pointing out the Buddhistic leanings of the fourth 
prakarana if given the chance. As we have seen, GK IV shows an 
awareness of the Madhyamaka-Yogacara debate between Bhavaviveka 
and Dharmapala concerning the status of the paratantra-svabhava. 
While GK IV appears to be later than both GK II and III, it is not 
sufficiently late to be considered a post-Sahkarite text, for if it were, 
its author would appear to have lived in an intellectual vacuum for some 
two hundred years or more. We should note that GK IV has doctrinal 
and philological affinities with GK III (as well as GK II one might add). 
It is likely, therefore, that the three prakaranas are written by members 
of the same lineage. The same assurance, however, cannot be given 
concerning their relationship to the first prakarana, which contains 
a number of doctrinal discrepancies, which, while reconcilable with 
the rest of the GK, sit uncomfortably together. Nevertheless GK I, in 
its present form at least, upholds the doctrines of non-dualism {advaita) 
and non-origination {ajativada) and is likely to have had some 
historical connection with the tradition represented by the other three 
prakaranas. It is unlikely, however, that GK I is from the same source 
as GK II, III or IV. 

Despite the composite nature of the Gaudapadlya-karika , 
continuity of thought in the text as a whole can be generally established, 
though this may reflect the work of an editor. Nevertheless, insofar as 
the four prakaranas of the GK are indisputably linked, both 
philologically and philosophically, one can assign a single, coherent 
philosophical position to the text as a whole. This philosophical 
position, which can be labeled “Gaudapadian” for the sake of 
discussion, may be that of the texts’ editor, who in all likelihood is also 
the author of the fourth prakarana. The central philosophical 
conceptions of ‘‘Gaudapadian” thought (as represented by the four 
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prakaranas) are the non-origination of atman {ajativada) and 
asparsayoga and its concomitant epistemological themes. Both of these 
concepts reflect influence from the Madhyamaka and Yogacara schools 
of thought. 



CHAPTER 


2 


The Vedantic Heritage 
of the GaudapacHya-karika 


The Three Foundations ( Prasthanatraya ) 
of the Vedanta-Z>«rs«na 

The classical (i.e. post-Sankara) Vedanta darsana accepts three 
textual foundations {prasthanatraya) upon which its doctrines are 
reputably based. These three are the Upanisads (usually but not 
exclusively the eleven classical Upanisads), the Brahmasiitra, and the 
Bhagavadgita . The establishment of the “three foundations” became 
a permanent feature of all Vedanta schools only sometime after the time 
of Sankara. The classical Upanisads are usually those which are said 
to have been commented upon by Sankara. Critics of the non-dualistic 
{advaita) school of Vedanta often quote from other Upanisads that 
are not considered authoritative by Sankara’s followers. Ramanuja for 
instance, often quotes from such texts as the Garbha Upanisad when 
it suits his theological purpose. The BhagavadgTta , as part of chapter 
six of the Mahabharata, is actually part of the smrti (“remembered”) 
tradition and is, strictly speaking, not necessarily an example of non¬ 
human revelation {sruti), not being part of the Vedas. 1 However, both 
Sankara and Ramanuja felt that the text warranted further explanation 
through the writing of a commentary. The acceptance of the Gita as 
a scriptural authority by these great Vedantins (itself no doubt influenced 
by the Gita’s popularity) resulted in the establishment of the Gita as 
a text of pre-eminent status for the Vedanta school, being placed 
alongside the Upanisads and the Brahmasutra as a foundational text 
( prasthdna ). 

The purpose of this chapter, however, is not to give a comprehensive 
analysis of the various sub-schools of the Vedanta and their complex 
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inter-relationships, but rather to give some brief flavor of the 
philosophical (or perhaps theological) tradition with which the GK 
aligns itself. As we have seen from the first chapter (dealing with the 
textual questions such as the date and authorship of the GK), the status 
of the early Vedanta as a philosophical school {darsana) and the precise 
nature of its doctrines are somewhat unclear. This is largely due to the 
fact that our best source of knowledge on such matters are not Vedantic 
texts themselves but the work of Buddhist scholars such as Bhavaviveka, 
the author of the earliest known compendium of Indian philosophies, 
the Madhyamakahrdayakarika. Nevertheless, by the time of the 
composition of the Ciaudapadiya-karika those texts which later 
became established as fundamental (i.e. the prasthanatraya) seem 
already to have been in existence. A short introduction to the Vedantic 
tradition which preceded the formation of the GK then requires some 
consideration of the philosophical ideas found in these texts and how 
they might relate to the doctrines and practices propounded in the 
Gaudapadiya-kdrikd. 

The Upanisadic Heritage of the Gaudapadiya-kdrikd 

Since the term “Vedanta” denotes the final portion of Vedic 
scripture, that is the Upanisads , the early history of the Vedanta school 
is nothing more than the early history of the Upanisadic texts 
themselves. 2 There are roughly four historical layers to the development 
of the Upanisadic ideas, i.e. early, middle, late, and new Upanisads. 
It is generally accepted that the earliest stratum contains the 
Brhadaranyaka and Chandogya Upanisads. These are said to contain 
material that is pre-Buddhist, placing them at some time before the fifth 
century (before the Common Era) BCE. The middle period covers such 
Upanisads as the Aitareya, the Kausitaki, the Taittiriya, the Kathaka, 
the Mundaka, the Prasna, and the Svetasvatara Upanisads, which 
show evidence of Buddhist influences, and must therefore have been 
compiled after the fifth century BCE. 5 The late Upanisads , dating from 
the first two centuries of the Common Era are the Kena, the Isa, the 
Mandukya, and lastly the Maitrayanlya (otMaitri) Upanisad. 4 Of the 
new Upanisads (which are not usually accepted as valid by the Advaita 
Vedanta school), nine are pure Vedanta texts, eleven ar eyoga upanisads, 
seven are samnyasa upanisads, and twelve are sectarian (five Saiva 
and seven Vaisnava ). 5 This list is by no means definitive, but the 
important point for our purposes is the acknowledgment of the fact 
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that the Vedanta -darsana developed out of the speculations of the early, 
middle, and late Upanisads. 6 

It is important to note the following wise words from P. T. Raju, 

what is called the philosophy of the Upanisads is not a system of 
philosophy, but several philosophical doctrines brought together, some 
of which are even mutually conflicting. For example, the statement 
“Everything is the Brahman” ( sarvam khalu idam brahma ), is manifestly 
opposed to the statement, this is not the Brahman (neti neti), and a system 
of philosophy is needed to reconcile the two. The Upanisads do not 
belong to the same time or place, neither are they composed by the same 
authors. . The Upanisads do not use the same method, and often their 
method is not what is strictly called logical. They use in their explanations 
and demonstrations myths, etymologies, dialogues, etc., which are not 
really logical proofs. 7 

There is no definitive Upanisadic view. The various Upanisadic texts 
do not present a unified religious or philosophical system despite many 
later attempts to impose a systematic and definitive philosophical 
position upon them. This makes it particularly difficult to attempt to 
summarize the immense variety of views and approaches in the short 
space that is available here. Not only do the Upanisads contain a 
plethora of diverse perspectives within them, they are also largely 
unsystematic compositions, using parables and mythological modes of 
expression rather than the strict logical forms that we shall encounter 
when we come to deal with the GK and philosophical Buddhism. This 
inevitably makes any attempt to summarize or appraise Upanisadic 
thought a difficult one to undertake. Our concern, however, is not to 
provide a comprehensive examination of Upanisadic thought, but rather 
to consider some of the main speculative trends that run through the 
Upanisadic literature as a whole and that appear to have influenced the 
distinctive perspective of the Gaudapadlya-karika. 

An important feature of the Upanisadic literature and indeed of 
post-Vedic religion in general, (that is Brahmanical and non-Brahmanical 
religion), is the centrality of the doctrine of rebirth ( samsara ) and its 
corollary, karman —action which leads to rebirth. By the time of the 
comoosition of the early Upanisads and the rise of Buddhism around 
the fifth century BCE, belief in rebirth seems to have become so 
prevalent as to remain philosophically beyond question in many schools 
of thought (only movements such as the deterministic Ajivlkas, the 
materialistic Carvakas, and sceptical agnostics such as Sanjaya 
Belatthiputta seem to have found any fault with the doctrine). Given 
the resounding silence of the Samhitas on this belief, one wonders to 
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what extent belief in rebirth was a religious feature originally found 
outside the mainstream Vedic religion in the sramana communities 
from which Buddhism and Jainism sprang, only influencing Brah- 
manical circles during the formative period of Upanisadic thought. 

Generally speaking, in the Brahmanas and Aranyakas one can see 
a gradual change in interest from an elaboration of the precise 
technicalities of the performance of the sacrificial ritual to the meaning 
and purpose ( artha) behind the ritual. As time went on, the significance 
of ritual came to be understood in an increasingly symbolic sense. This 
attitude is exemplified well by the following passage taken from the 
beginning of the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad (1.1.1) 

Truly, the dawn is the head of the sacrificial horse; the sun, his eye; the 
wind, his breath; the universal fire his open mouth. The year is the body 
{atman) of the sacrificial horse; the sky his back; the atmosphere his 
stomach,. . .the stars his bones, the clouds his flesh. . . 

The consequence of this re-interpretation of the sacrifice is that 
the entire creation, subsistence, and destruction of the universe is seen 
in terms of the primordiality of the sacrificial act. In the Purusasukta 
(Rg Veda X.90), the universe is said to have been created through the 
self-dismemberment of the Purusa. Here in the Upanisads we find an 
extension of this style of universalizing the importance of the sacrifice, 
through symbolic re-interpretations. This is achieved by means of the 
discovery of great parallels and correspondences ( bandhu) between the 
macrocosmic and microcosmic realms of existence. 

Eventually, it became clear that the important aspect of the ritual 
was the mental state of the agent carrying it out. The sacrificer was 
therefore raised in importance to that of the sacrifice itself. This 
development led to further speculation in the Upanisads , with regard 
to the intrinsic relationship between the individual as sacrificer and 
the universe as the actualization of the sacrifice itself. In the Upanisads 
it became increasingly clear that if the ritual performer was as important 
as the sacrifice itself, then in a very basic sense he was the sacrifice. 
This idea clearly links up well with the Purusasukta . The sacrifice, 
therefore, is relevant in some deeply symbolic sense to our 
understanding of our place in the universe. In this sense, the idea of 
sacrifice was applicable not just to the performance of the ritual itself 
but to the agent’s entire life. 

This attitude led many Upanisadic thinkers to dwell upon the 
question of the nature of the individual self. The term which came to 
prominence in this context was atman. A tman , the Upanisads agree, 
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is the true self of each living being, that which constitutes its real 
essence. But what was the precise nature of this essence? 

The notion of a transmigrating agent (samsarin) emphasized the 
fact that the true self {atman) of a person was not just the person 
embodied in the present lifetime. The self has experienced a myriad 
of different existences in different bodies and in different circumstances. 
This reincarnating self constitutes the permanent essence, the intrinsic 
nature of each individual. As such our bodies are merely vehicles or 
chariots, 8 and it is only through ignorance that the individual continues 
to spend his or her life wrongly associating their true self {atman) with 
the ephemeral embodied self (. sarTratman ). 9 

Salvation is thus achieved not so much through the external 
performance of the ritual as through its internal performance through 
the practice of certain forms of asceticism or “self-sacrifice.” Such 
activities lead the individual away from the slavery of following the 
passions and desires of his transient human lifetime and would 
eventually precipitate an intuitive realization of one’s true nature as 
atman , the permanent self that lies behind the many lives experienced 
during the cycle of rebirths. 

Here we have a clear change of emphasis in relation to the earlier 
Vedic cult of the sacrifice. It is not action {karman) which leads to 
salvation. Action leads to a corresponding re-action in this world. In 
the Upanisads this is not usually seen as a desirable consequence. The 
goal is the attainment of knowledge, a mystical gnosis of one’s true self, 
the permanent essence of conscious existence—beyond the incessant 
round of rebirths. It is in the Upanisads , then, that we find the 
establishment of a new spiritual goal, that of moksa —liberation or 
salvation from rebirth. Salvation no longer consisted in being established 
in a heavenly realm somewhat similar to life on earth, but in an 
awareness that one’s own true nature is beyond the fluctuations of 
rebirth. Liberation {moksa) is the realization of Truth {satya), truth being 
that which is {sat), was and forever will be. This reflects the cosmogonic 
interest of the Vedanta scriptures. Reality is that which always is, i.e. 
that which exists before, during, and after the created realm of names 
and forms {nama-rupa). 

Thus, it is soon established in the Upanisads that there were two 
“states of being” or “modes of existence”— samsdra , “the common 
flowing,” that is the endless cycle of rebirths, and moksa , liberation 
from that cycle. This is sometimes expressed in the idea that the fate 
of the deceased can follow two distinct paths, the path of the gods 
{devaydna) or the path of the ancestors {pitrydna ). It is the latter which 
eventually leads to a future rebirth (ie. continued participation In 
samsdra )} 0 
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Cosmogonic Speculation in the Upanisads 

How many gods are there Yajnavalkya?. , .Three hundred and three and 
three thousand and three, . .Thirty-three. . .Six. . .Three. . .Two. . .One 
and a half. . . One . 11 

The Upanisads develop their ideas from the speculations of some Vedic 
hymns concerning the nature of the creation of the universe. Certain 
hymns display an implicit monism in the sense that they envisage the 
creation of the multiplicity as a derivative of a pre-existent unity. The 
Upanisadic thinkers were interested in establishing what truly and 
fundamentally exists. This involved answering such questions as “where 
did the universe come from?” and “what is it made up of?” The most 
important question, however, concerned the nature of ultimate reality: 
“what is it that exists both before the creation and after the dissolution 
of the universe?” In hymns such as the Purusa-Sukta {Rg Veda X.90) 
there is a pre-figuring of a number of important Upanisadic themes and 
this in itself is not surprising for the Upanisads are largely an outgrowth 
of the same Brahmanical world-view. It also seems fair to note that 
insofar as the Purusa-Sukta is a relatively late hymn of the Rg Veda , 
it is more likely to be closer to the age of the Upanisads than other 
(earlier) parts of the Samhita corpus of hymns. 

Interest in the pre-cosmic state is evident throughout the Upanisadic 
texts and included a variety of speculations, often within the same 
Upanisad. The Chandogya Upanisad , for instance, outlines a variety 
of cosmogonies. In III. 19 the creation of the universe is said to arise 
from non-being in the form of a cosmic egg. However, later in the same 
text (VI. 1-2) one finds the following, 

“In the beginning, my dear, this world was just Being (sat), one only, 
without a second. To be sure, some people say: ‘In the beginning this 
world was just Non-being (a-sat), one only, without a second; from that 
Non-being Being was produced.’ But verily, my dear, whence could this 
be?” said he. “How from Non-being could Being be produced ?’’ 12 

In Taittinya Upanisad II.6 , the primeval being desires to be many and 
procreates via the practice of austerities {tapas). 

Having performed austerity he created this whole world, whatever there 
is here. Having created it, into it, indeed, he entered. Having entered it, 
he became both the actual (sat) and the yon ( tya ), both the defined 
(nirukta) and the undefined, both the based and the non-based, both 
the conscious (vijhdnd) and the unconscious, both the real (satya) and 


the false {anrta). As the real, he became whatever there is here. That is 
what they call the real . 13 

Similar themes can be found in Aitareya Upanisad 1,1, Prasna 
Upanisadic, and 4 etc. The strong Upanisadic interest in cosmogony 
lead to further speculation about the nature of the fundamental support 
(ddhara) of the universe. In th e Brhadaranyaka Upanisad (III.6), the 
sage Yajnavalkya is asked by Gargl, the daughter of Vacaknu, a series 
of penetrating questions concerning the fundamental substratum of the 
universe. After a long list of questions and answers Yajnavalkya retorts, 

“Do not, O Gargl, push your inquiry too far, lest your head should fall 
off. You are questioning about a deity that should not be reasoned 
about.” 14 

Yajnavalkya, however, is not always so reticent in the 
Brhaddranyaka. In BU V.l Brahman is said to be the plenitude 
(purnakta ) which remains full even when emptied. Throughout the 
Upanisads there are frequent statements which characterize Brahman 
as the underlying essence of all things: 

Verily, this whole world is Brahma. Tranquil, let one worship It as that 
from which he came forth, as that into which he will be dissolved, as 
that into which he breathes.. . .Containing all works, containing all 
desires, containing all tastes, encompassing this whole world, the 
unspeaking, the unconcerned—this is the Soul of mine within the heart, 
this is Brahma. Into him I shall enter on departing hence. 15 

Indeed, one of the great sayings {maha-vakya) of the Vedanta, 
appearing in a number of upanisads , states that, 

“That which is the finest essence— this whole world has that as its soul. 
That is Reality. That is Atman (Soul). That art thou, Svetaketu .” 16 

At other times, however, it is the term “ brahman ” and not “ atman ” 
which is emphasized as the source of all. The Mundaka Upanisad for 
instance begins with the declaration that Brahman is the creator of the 
entire universe {kartavisvasya), and the protector of the world 
(goptdbhuvanasya). {Mundaka Upanisad I.i.l) Brahman’s status as 
universal source is again reiterated in Il.i.l: 

As from a fire, fully ablaze, fly off sparks, in their thousands, that are 
akin to the fire, similarly O good-looking one, from the Immutable 
(aksara) originate different kinds of creatures and into It again they merge. 
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The ambiguity of some of these statements reflects the fact that the 
Upanisads do not have a definitive point of view, even within the same 
Upanisad. GK III.23 notes for instance that the sruti equally upholds 
the view that creation occurs from a pre-existent being {sat) and that 
it proceeds from non-existence. Creation is most frequently understood 
to be, a transformation (parindma) or an emanation from a pre-existent 
reality. Creation from non-being (< asat ), however, is put forward as a 
possibility in Chandogya Upanisad III.19 and Taittinya Upanisad II.7. 
This is not necessarily a creatio ex nihilo, but in all likelihood denotes 
an emergence of being from the pregnant and undifferentiated chaos 
known as non-being {asat). Nevertheless, the equating of non-being 
with nothingness may have been intended and it is certainly criticized 
on those grounds in Chandogya Upanisad VI.2. The predominant 
Brahmanical creation theme, however, describes an emanation from or 
transformation of ‘ ‘ sat ,’ ’ whether envisaged as an abstract impersonal 
reality as in Taittiriya Upanisad II.i, or from a personal creator, as in 
Prasna Upanisad 1.4. Here we can see the roots of the later philo¬ 
sophical theory of satkaryavada —the doctrine that the effect (in this 
"case the universe) is a modification {parindma: :vikdra) of the pre¬ 
existent cause (Brahman). 

Brahman is the ground and support of the entire universe. The 
overwhelming trend in the Upanisads suggests that Brahman is not a 
personal god of some sort; rather it is impersonal (or perhaps supra- 
personal) and essentially beyond description. Brahman is basically the 
source of everything, including the gods themselves. It is the conscious 
and intelligent principle which created the universe in illo tempore. 
Thus we find the Upanisads frequently stating that: “Truly, in the 
beginning this universe was Brahman, one alone by itself.” 

Psychology in the Upanisads 

One consequence of the doctrines of karman and samsara or 
rebirth was the fact that personal destiny was now firmly placed in the 
hands of the individual. The Brhadaranyaka-Upanisad states that: 

According to how one acts, according to how one conducts oneself, so 
does one become. The doer of good becomes good, the doer of evil 
becomes evil... 17 

However, the text continues: 

. . . But, it is said that ‘a person is made [not by his acts but] by his desires 
alone.’ As is his desire so is his resolve, as is his resolve, such is the action 
{karman) that he performs. 


Since it is our desires {kama) which motivate our actions, it is the 
underlying desire and not the act itself which is the root cause of birth 
and its perpetuation in samsara. The source of our continued sorrow 
(duhkha), the perpetuation of the lifecycle, is our desire {kama) for 
sense-objects and pleasures. This is the beginnings of the ethicizing of 
the concept of karman , that is its transformation from an external 
theory of causation to an intrinsic moral theory based upon the motives 
behind our actions. 18 

These features are aptly displayed in the Katha Upanisad in the 
story of Naciketas, the son of a Brahmin priest. 19 In a moment of rage 
Naciketas is sent to Death (Yama) as a sacrifice by his father. However, 
upon his arrival there is no attendant to greet him. Three days elapse 
before Yama, the god of the dead finds Naciketas alone (Yama in fact, 
in Vedic mythology was the first man to die. He it is therefore who 
prepares the rest of mankind upon their death). Yama is dismayed for 
“this is no way to treat a Brahmin!,” and so offers Naciketas three boons. 
The first is for Naciketas to return to his now remorseful father, and 
Yama agrees that this should be granted. Second, Naciketas requests 
to know the secret meaning of the sacrificial fire {agni) and how it 
ascends to the heavens. This is also granted by Yama. Third, Naciketas 
asks to know if there is an after-life, and if so, the path to immortality. 
Yama is reluctant to impart this information, saying that it is extremely 
profound and that even the gods do not know of its precise nature. 
Instead he offers riches and kingdoms beyond compare. But Naciketas 
is undeterred—these are ephemeral, he says, they do not lead to lasting 
salvation; they are but temporary distractions. Finally, Yama relents and 
tells Naciketas the path to the “deathless state” {amrta). 20 

In many ways, in fact, Naciketas already knows the answer Yama 
is to give him since he has already declared that the pleasures of the 
world are inadequate and superficial. Liberation from the repeated cycle 
of birth and death is to be attained through the restraint of our faculties. 
This is to be achieved by the practice of yoga. Thence follows the 
analogy of the chariot, in which the following comparisons are made: 

Know the (individual) Self {atman) as the master of the chariot, and the 
body (satfra) as the chariot. Know the intellect (buddhi) as the charioteer, 
and the mind {manas) as verily the bridle. 

They call the senses {indriya) the horses; the senses having been 
imagined as horses, (know) the objects {visaya) as the ways. The 
discriminating people {mamsina) call that Self the enjoyer {bhoktr), when 
it is associated with the body, senses, and mind. 21 
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Thus, the body is likened to a chariot, and the mind to the reins 
of that chariot. Atman, our true self, is the lord of the chariot, that 
is the person traveling within it. Liberation is achieved by controlling 
the mind-body complex (here said to be made up of the material body, 
the sense-organs, the intellect, and the mind,) and the realization that 
the true essence of existence is not this ephemeral complex, but rather 
the atman which travels within it. Rather than roaming around 
searching for ephemeral satisfactions like a chariot without a master 
controlling its reins, one should endeavor to control the ‘ ‘vehicle’ ’ of 
one’s experiences. Likewise, just as a person travels in various chariots 
at different times, so does the atman transmigrate from body to body. 
The goal then is to gain control of our samsaric vehicles through the 
yogic control of the senses. One should endeavor to realize one’s status 
as “Lord of the chariot” ( rathin ). 

The belief that one should restrain all misguided hedonistic 
tendencies probably reflects external influence upon Upanisadic 
thought from the communities of wandering ascetics (sramana) from 
which the heterodox movements of Buddhism and Jainism first sprang. 
Buddhist influence on the middle and late Upanisads is beyond 
reasonable dispute. The focus of the earliest (pre-Buddhist) Upanisads , 
however, had also been on the intuitive apprehension of atman , the 
innermost essence of all living beings. These texts thus represent a 
tradition aiming at an intuitive knowledge of the innermost nature of 
all sentient beings—the very source of conscious existence. In this 
respect the primacy of the Upanisads in post-Vedic “orthodoxy” 
reflects the establishment of a religious movement within mainstream 
Brahmanism which emphasizes the importance of gnosis ( vidya ) for 
the attainment of liberation ( moksa ). In classical times this aspect 
contributed to the separation (at least intellectually) between the path 
of ritual action (karma-marga) and the path of knowledge (jhana- 
marga), the respective emphases of the (Purva)-Karma-MImamsa and 
the Vedanta (Uttara-MImamsa) schools. An early example of the supreme 
importance attached to the discovery of the indwelling (antaryamin) 
self (atman) can be seen from Yajnavalkya’s final teaching to his wife 
Maitreyi in Brhadaranyaka Upanisad II.4. Here Yajnavalkya declares 
that everything that is valued is so treasured not because of itself but 
because of the atman within. This establishes the enquiry into the 
interior nature of the self as the most important to undertake. 22 

In the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad the individual self is analyzed 
in terms of the sense-faculties fighting for supremacy. The greatest of 
these faculties is prana —the life-force, the breath which sustains all 
conscious existence. 23 This is polytheism in a psychological context— 


the individual like the rest of the universe is made up of a number of 
conflicting powers or devas. Indeed in some instances the term “deva” 
is used to denote the sense-faculties. 24 Nevertheless, the competition 
between the senses ends upon sleep when there is a unity (ekadha) 
of the various faculties. 25 

Just as cosmogonically speaking the one Brahman becomes the 
many in creation, and the return to oneness at universal dissolution, 
the one prana, identified with the animating consciousness-self 
( prajhatman ), divides itself up into the various bodily faculties during 
the day and becomes one at the end of the day. These correspond on 
a cosmogonic level to what have been called “the day and night of 
Brahma.” Taking this correspondence to the extreme, one might suggest 
that the individual creates the world of his experience ( drstisrstivada ) 
just as Brahman creates the universe. Nevertheless, this step is not taken 
by the Upanisads , nor is it made by classical Advaita Vedanta. 26 All 
Advaitins, however, acknowledge that a significant aspect of an 
individual’s experience (or at least the form in which it is experienced) 
is the product of that individual’s own activity. This, however, is little 
more than a re statement of the centrality of the karman doctrine. 27 
Advaita Vedanta, in common with virtually the entirety of Indian 
philosophical speculation, tended to accept the karman doctrine as 
axiomatic. 

The Four States of Experience 

There are three “normative” states of consciousness—waking, 
dream, and deep sleep. In the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad Yajnavalkya 
is asked by King Janaka “what is the light of man?” After a series of 
answers and further questions establishing a progressive dialectic, the 
final irreducible source of light is said to be the atman. 29 This is 
reminiscent of certain Indian theories of perception where the inner 
organ ( antahkarana ) proceeds outward and illuminates the dark 
insentient world (like beams of light emitted from the eyes). Here the 
point of the discussion is that sentient experience is impossible without 
the atman as the conscious support of experience. This allows 
Yajnavalkya to draw a distinction between dream and wajcing 
experiences. In waking experience one is dependent upon the natural 
light of the sun as well as the inner (consciousness-giving) light of the 
atman, while in dreams one only requires the self-illuminating light 
of the atman. 29 The dream state, however, is an intermediatory place 
existing at the boundary between this world and another (paraloka). 
In dreams, the person has the freedom and creativity to construct his 
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own world based upon his insight into the waking world and the world 
beyond. As a free agent ( kartr ), the person constructs chariots, roads 
etc. experiencing great joy and sadness. This state does not last, however, 
and the agent is said to be like a fish forever swimming between the 
two shores of waking and dream states. 30 Finally the weary traveler 
reaches the end of his sojourn in a state beyond desire or fear. Here 
the self resides in blissful rest ( samprasada ) where there are absolutely 
no distinctions. The text is not without ambiguity on this issue, but 
it would seem that at this stage no explicit distinction has yet been made 
between the blissful non-distinction of deep sleep and the insightful 
non-dual awareness of a fourth state of experience. 

Nevertheless, in the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad we find a hierarchy 
of experience which is something of a reversal of the common-sensical 
attitude. Dreams provide a greater degree of insight into the nature of 
the self when compared to waking experience since in the former only 
the inner light of the self is involved. Moreover, in deep sleep even the 
fantasies and mental fabrications of dreams cease (if only temporarily) 
and one experiences a blissful state of quiescence ( samprasada ) beyond 
all desires, fears, and distinctions. The unmediated awareness of the 
dtman then is closest to the experience of deep sleep since it is here 
that one may find a clearer apprehension of the self, devoid of all 
external and internal distraction. 31 Thus Yajnavalkya declares 

As a lump of salt is without interior or exterior, entire, and purely saline 
in taste, even so is the Self without interior or exterior, entire, and Pure 
Intelligence {prajhana ) alone. The (self) comes out (as a separate entity) 
from these elements, and (this separateness) is destroyed with them. After 
attaining (this oneness) it has no more (particular) consciousness 
( samjha ). 32 

In the Chandogya Upanisad sleep is more clearly distinguished 
from the attainment of mystical knowledge of the dtman. This much 
is clear from the teaching Prajapati gives to Indra in Chandogya 
Upanisad VIII.7-12. Sleep in fact is not a state of bliss, Indra suggests, 
but an annihilation of consciousness. 33 Prajapati thus teaches Indra that 
the true self is beyond the state of the embodied, the dream, and the 
serenity of deep sleep. The body is merely the locus {adhisthana) of 
the supreme person ( uttamapurusa ) which in fact is neither embodied 
nor touched by pleasure and pain. 34 Having risen beyond bodily form 
and ascended toward the highest light (paramjyotir ), “one goes around 
laughing, sporting, having enjoyment with women, or friends, not 
remembering the appendage of this body.” 35 
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In the Gaudapadlya-karika waking and dream experience are 
conflated. Sleep is temporary and, following Indra in the Chandogya 
Upanisad , is said to lack any awareness whatsoever. As such it is a non- 
apprehension of reality ( tattva-agrahana ). 36 The explanation of the 
similarity of the waking and dream states in GK II, however, is 
dependent upon the Brhadaranyaka analysis. Both states are 
dependent upon the light of the indwelling dtman. 37 In fact the GK’s 
view that both states are non-veridical is based upon the fact that they 
are impermanent and sublated by each other. This is the point made 
in Brhadaranyaka Upanisad IV.iii.18 with the analogy of the fish 
swimming between the two shores. Thus, the emphasis in the GK is 
placed upon the fourth state (i tunya ), which is a permanent insight into 
reality (unlike the absence of awareness in deep sleep), but without 
the distractions of an inner world (as in dream and waking experience) 
and an outer world (as in the waking state, but also implicitly in the 
dream state). 38 

The conjunction of cosmological and psychological speculation in 
the Upanisads was achieved by way of the bandhutd homology, 39 that 
is the scheme whereby great correspondences and parallels were 
envisaged between different realms of existence. The complementarity 
between the cosmic and the individual can be illustrated if we consider 
the Vedic notion of desire ( kama ). As we have seen, the Upanisadic 
acceptance of the doctrines of karman and rebirth ( samsdra ) and the 
early recognition that the karmic power of an action lay in the intention 
or desire motivating it rather than in the act itself stressed the 
importance of desire in the perpetuation of rebirth. 40 There are a 
number of instances in the Samhitas , however, where desire {kama) 
is specifically associated with the creation of the universe. 41 What the 
intentional view of karman suggests is that just as the kama of the 
divine being creates the macrocosm, the kama of the individual self 
perpetuates rebirth and thus in one sense creates the microcosmic 
universe of personal experience. In the Upanisads the macrocosmic 
and the microcosmic are identified. Brahman is the mysterious support 
of everything, the universal and transcendent substratum. 42 This 
Brahman is A tman the (immanent) inner-controller {antaryamin) of 
all things. 43 

In terms of the Upanisadic sources which influenced the rise of 
Advaita Vedanta we should note that the Upanisads were already 
moving in the direction of postulating an eternal and unchanging 
essence to man. This was dtman , the self that existed through a 
succession of lives. Speculation from the cosmological angle had also 
established that there was a basic underlying principle which supported 
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the entire universe, i.e. Brahman, the totality of existence, pure Being 
itself. This two-pronged investigation of ultimate reality, the one 
interested in finding an underlying cosmic principle supporting the 
universe, and the other searching for the underlying essence of the 
individual person culminated in their eventual identification: 

atman as the innermost essence or soul of man, and 

Brahman as the innermost essence and support of the universe. 

The goal of the Upanisads then can be seen in terms of a return 
to one’s origins, a realization that the individual self and the universe 
are created, supported, controlled, and thoroughly pervaded by 
Brahman, the mysterious source of everything. “That One” ( tad ekarri) 
is what all created things emerged from, and “That One” is what they 
shall return to. Brahman is the source of the universe as well as its inner 
controller {antaryamiri). Thus we can see in the Upanisads a tendency 
towards a convergence of microcosm and macrocosm, culminating in 
the equating of atman with Brahman. The scheme of hidden 
correspondences already firmly established in the pre-Upanisadic 
literature and the monistic speculations of some of the Vedic Samhitas 
contributed to an investigative attitude and an interest in fundamental 
principles. The prevailing monism of the Upanisads was developed by 
the Advaita Vedanta to its ultimate extreme. This is not to suggest that 
the Upanisadic texts support the Advaita point of view, nor is it to deny 
that there are verses and statements which are amenable to such an 
interpretation. There is no systematic philosophy expounded in the 
Upanisads ; rather these texts represent a number of speculative trends 
intertwined and interspersed with one another. The various schools 
of Vedanta philosophy which subsequently developed in response to 
the unsystematic nature of Upanisadic monism reflect the cryptic nature 
of the Upanisadic texts. The rich complexity of the Upanisadic source 
material made such texts amenable to a variety of sophisticated 
interpretations and philosophical accretions. Indeed our own analysis 
has highlighted the difficulty in making any general statement about 
the Upanisads without running the risk of misrepresentation and 
over-systematization. 

Like the Upanisads , the GK approaches similar issues from two 
basic directions. Throughout the text we find a psychological analysis 
of states of consciousness, culminating in a non-dualistic {advaya) 
theory of perception (the theoretical basis for the practice of 
asparsayoga). In addition to this the GK also provides an ontological 
analysis of the nature of cosmogonic theories, culminating in the 


doctrines of non-origination {ajativdda) and non-dualism {advaita). 
The Upanisadic texts to which the GK seems most indebted are the 
Brhaddranyaka and Mandukya Upanisad. We have briefly considered 
the former. Given the connection of GK I with the latter it would seem 
appropriate to consider the MU also. 

The Mandukya Upanisad 

The Mandukya Upanisad provides the focus for the exposition 
of Vedantic philosophy in the first prakarana of the GK. The text is 
important for its concise development of various Upanisadic themes, 
notably the symbolism and meditation upon the syllable Om and the 
doctrine of the four states of experience {catuspad). The text is short 
and is given below in full: 44 

1. This syllable Om is all this. Its further explanation is: 

All that was, is, and shall be is merely the syllable OM. 
Whatever else there is, beyond the three periods of time, that 
too is only OM. 

2. Indeed, all this is Brahman; The self {Atman) is Brahman. 
This same self has four quarters. 

3. The first quarter is Vaisvanara, conscious of an external 
[world], in the waking state, having seven limbs and nineteen 
mouths; [it is] the enjoyer of gross objects. 

4. The second quarter is Taijasa—Ahe Radiant, conscious of an 
internal [world], in the dream state, having seven limbs and 
nineteen mouths; [it is] the enjoyer of subtle objects. 

5. When sleeping, ‘ ‘one desires no pleasure whatsoever and sees 
no dream,’’ 45 that is deep sleep. The third quarter is Prajha , 
just a unified mass of cognition, consisting of bliss, in the 
state of deep sleep; indeed, [it is] the enjoyer of bliss and the 
aperture of cognition. 

6. This is the Lord of all; this is the knower of all, the inner 
controller. This is the womb of all, for it is the beginning and 
end of beings. 

7. Not conscious of an “internal,” not conscious of an 
“external,” not conscious of both [together], not a mass of 
cognition, neither cognitive nor non-cognitive, unseen, 
unrelated, incomprehensible, indefinable, unthinkable, 
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undesignated, the essence of the unity of the self, the 
cessation of plurality, the quiescent, appeased non-duality—as 
such do the wise ones consider the fourth. This is Atman 
(the Self). This is the known. 

8. This Atman, in terms [of the syllable], is OM. In terms of 
the portions [of the syllable], the portions are the quarters 
[of atman] and vice versa, i.e. [the letters] A, U, and M. 

9. In the waking state, Vaisvanara is the letter A—the first 
portion, either from “Acquiring” (“ apt’i ” literally 
“obtaining”), or from “Archetypal” (“ adimatva’’ literally 
“being the first”). Indeed, he who knows this acquires all 
desires and also becomes the Archetype (lit. “first”) [for 
others to follow]. 

10. in the dream state, Taijasa is the letter U—the second portion, 
from “Upliftment” (‘'utkarsa’j or from “Unbiasedness” 

(“ubhayatva ” literally “bothness”). Indeed, he who uplifts 
the constancy of his knowledge, becomes equal; there is no 
one ignorant of Brahman in his family for the one who knows 
this. 

11. In the state of deep sleep, Prajna is the letter M — the third 
portion, from “Measuring” (“miti,” literally “constructing”) 
or from “Mergence” (“ apTtih ” from “ mi,minat’i ”). Indeed, 
he who knows this measures out ( minoti ) this entire world 

and becomes its mergence. 

12. The fourth is portionless [and] unrelated, [it is] the cessation 
of plurality, the appeased non-duality. This syllable OM is the 
self. For the one who knows this, he enters the A tman by 
means of itself. 

[ 

Thus, the MU states that there are four states of experience. The 
waking state is given the epithet “Universal” or “Common to all” 
(vaisvanara) since it is the sphere of public experience. Here one 
experiences gross (sthula) objects. 46 In the dream state one experiences 
subtle objects (pravivikta). This state is known as “radiant” (taijasa), 
presumably because in dreams the atman is its own light. 47 In deep 
sleep one experiences pure bliss. This state is named “cognition” 

( prajna ) since it consists of an undifferentiated mass of cognition 
( prajhana-ghana ). 
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MU 6 is interesting for a number of reasons. The introduction of 
theistic and cosmogonic concepts into a discussion of psychological 
states of experience is an example of the Upanisadic acceptance of wide- 
ranging correspondences (bandhu) between the microcosmic and 
macrocosmic realms. Traditionally, the prose of MU 6 has been taken 
to be a further elaboration of the description of the deep sleep state 
in MU 5- Thomas Wood, however, suggests that this interpretation of 
MU 6 is in fact mistaken. Drawing our attention to the teachings 
concerning the nature of the deep sleep state in Chandogya Upanisad 
VI.8, VIII.6, and VIII.11-12, Wood argues that: 

[It] would appear to make no sense to associate the state in which one 
“does not know himself” and in which one has “gone to destruction” 
with the omniscient, omnipotent Tsvara which is described in Mand. 6. 

The Chandogyopani?ad shows very clearly that the Vedantists were no 
more inclined than we are to associate the concept of Tsvara with the 
state of deep sleep... 48 

In Wood’s view, MU 6 is to be associated with MU 7 and is thus 
a description of the fourth state (caturtha in the MU, although more 
commonly known by the term “ tunya”) To support this interpretation 
Wood cites the first prakarana of the GK, which he takes to be a 
separate work in its own right. In GK 1.10, for instance, tunya is 
described as the ordainer (Tsana), the lord prabhu ), the non-dual 
(advaita) and all-pervading (vibhu) god (deva) of all beings. Again in 
GK 1.12, the lack of awareness characteristic of the deep sleep state is 
sharply contrasted with tunya, which is described as omniscient. Thus 
Wood suggests that “The only natural way of reading this is to link 
it with Mand. 6, which says that Tsvara is omniscient.” 49 Wood also 
points to evidence from post-Sankarite commentarial literature which 
also appears to endorse his interpretation of MU 6. 50 

Nevertheless, such hermeneutical issues need not detain us. We need 
merely note the importance of the MU in the establishment of a number 
of central themes to be developed upon in the GaudapddTya-karikd 
and the subsequent Advaita Vedanta tradition. Firstly, in MU 2 we find 
the simultaneous declaration of three cardinal doctrines of the 
Vedanta—that the universe is Brahman, that the self is Brahman, and 
that there are four states of experience pertainable to that self. 
Meditation upon the syllable Om is elaborated further in GK I, but this 
did not become a central feature of the Vedantic tradition as such. 51 
Finally, one should note the negative theology of MU 7 and the first 
occurrence of the term 44 advaita ” in a Vedantic context. 
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The Bbagavadgitd and the Gaudapddiya-hdrikd 

The main proponents of the view that the GK is dependent upon 
the Bbagavadgitd have been Raghunath Damodar Karmarkar (1953) 52 
and Sangamlal Pandey (1974).53 Both the Gita and GK I for instance 
mention the yogic practice of meditation upon the syllable Om (GK 
1.19-29 :. BG VIII.13; XVII.23-24.) Such meditation, however, is a 
widespread Indian practice and does not provide evidence of a 
connection between the two texts. Both texts also adopt the absolutist 
principle that something can only be real if it exists absolutely (in the 
beginning, middle and end), (GK II.6—7; IV.31-32 :: BG II. 14, 28; V.22). 
However, it is likely that the Gaudapadiya-karika adapts this from 
similar statements found in the Mula-Madhyamaka-karikd (MMK) of 
Nagarjuna (see chapter 4). 

Certainly there are verses and phrases used in the GK which echo 
the words of the Gita. GK IV.92d echoes BG II.15d with an identical 
reference to “attaining the state of deathlessness” ($o‘mrtatvdya 
kalpate). The context differs radically however, the GK referring to the 
immortal nature of dharmas and the Gita referring to the state attained 
by sages {muni) who have gone beyond pleasure and pain. GK 1.28 
states that the Lord is “established in the heart of all” ( sarvasya hrdi 
samstbitam). This is similar to statements made in BG XIII. 17 and 
XVIII.61. The former, however, is a reference to Brahman, while in the 
Gita it is Krsna who is the Lord of all. As with meditation upon the 
syllable Om, there are many such references to Brahman, Atman or 
Purusa dwelling in the heart of all to be found in the Upanisads 54 
Indeed GK 1.28 uses the phrase “ matva dhiro no socati ” which is taken 
from the Katha Upanisads Thus one need not turn to the BG as a 
source for this and other phrases. Again GK II.35ab echoes BG 11.56 
and IV. 10 in its reference to the wise men (dbif) who are devoid of 
passion, fear, and anger ( vita raga bhaya krodha). While this may be 
a veiled allusion to the Gita there is nothing else which might sub¬ 
stantiate this hypothesis. The fact that the Gita uses the compound more 
than once suggests that it is a stock phrase for describing the state of 
the wise man and perhaps not unique to the text itself. We should note 
that the GK makes no obvious reference to any views which might 
connect it specifically with the Gita. 

In the second prakarana of the GK a list of (mis-)conceptions 
(vikalpa) of the non-dual atman are given. This list is commented upon 
with a concluding statement to the effect that the atman appears to 
the individual in a manner conducive to the expectations of the 
individual, that is according to one’s preconceived views (GK 11.29). 
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This allows the author of the GK to argue in the third and fourth 
prakaranas that his view does not conflict {avirodha) with the dualistic 
views of others since all are apprehending the same thing, i.e. the non¬ 
dual dtman. The problem for the non-dualist of course is that they 
apprehend the atman wrongly! A similar syncretistic view is propounded 
in the Bbagavadgita . 56 Later Advaitins (such as Madhusudana Sarasvatl 
(1340-1647) in his Prastbanabbeda) explain this inclusivist acceptance 
of all views on the grounds that dtman appears according to the 
qualifications of the seeker (adhikaribbeda). However, as we shall see, 
it is likely that the author(s) of the GK developed their view by way 
of an adaptation of Mahayana ideas, in particular an absolutistic reading 
of chapter XXIV of the MMK. 

A clear philosophical similarity between the GK and the 
Bbagavadgitd can be found in the absolutism of both texts. The 
GaudapacHya-kdrikd argues that the mortal cannot change into the 
immortal (III.21; IV.7), that which exists must exist in the beginning, 
the middle and the end (II.6; IV.31) and that the atman is unorigi¬ 
nated—no jiva has ever been born or undergone any change (1.16; 11.32; 
III.48; IV.22; IV.71 etc.) All of these views are paralleled by the doctrines 
expounded in the Gita. As early as chapter two we find Krsna telling 
Arjuna that the non-existent cannot arise (because it is non-existent), 
and the existent cannot cease (because it is existent) (BG II. 16-17). 57 
This is a concise exposition of the absolutist view endorsed by the GK. 
Consequently, Krsna continues, the self can neither slay nor be slain—it 
is immortal and eternally existent. 

11.20: na jayate mriyate va kadacin n‘ayam bhutvd bhavitd vd na 
bhuyah, ajo nityah sasvato 'yam purano na hanyate hanyamdne satire. 
Never is it born, nor does it die; never did it come into being, nor will 
it ever cease to be. It is unborn, permanent, eternal and primeval. It is 
not slain when the body is slain. 

This verse, however, is not likely to originate from the Gita since 
it is also found in Katha Upanisad I.ii. 18. One cannot, therefore use 
this as evidence of the dependence of the GK upon the BG. Indeed, 
one should note that despite the absolutistic parallels between the GK 
and the Gita , the two texts have little else in common. The Gita is a 
poetic work endorsing a form of devotional worship (bhakti) of the 
Supra-Personal Krsna. 58 This sharply contrasts with the philosophical 
and scholastic orientation of the GK. The former, whilst endorsing the 
logic of non-origination (and in fact using it to explain to Arjuna how 
it is that he will not really kill his fellow warriors in battle), subsumes 
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the static and impersonal Brahman under the Supra-personal Krsna. 
Thus, in BG XIV.27 Krsna states that “I am the base supporting 
Brahman, immortal [Brahman] which knows no change. . .” (brahmano 
hi pratistha ham amrtasy‘civyayasya). The Gita in fact suggests that 
Krsna has a higher and a lower nature (prakrti ). 59 The “fixed, still state 
of Brahman” (brahmi sthitih , BG 11.72) is merely the lower nature 
( prakrti ) of Krsna. Thus, 

XIV. 3: mamayonir mahad brahma tasmin garbham dadhyam aham, 
sambhavah sarva-bhutanam tato bhavati. . . 

Great Brahman is to me a womb , 60 in it I plant the seed: from this derives 
the origin of all contingent beings. 

This view radically differs from the philosophy expounded in the 
Gaudapdcfiya-karika. The Bhagavadglta' s relegation of Brahman to 
a position inferior to that of Krsna, the utilization of Samkhyan 
procreative imagery (male— Purusat Krsna :: female— prakrti/Brahman) 
to explain creation, and the very acceptance that there has been a 
creation in the first place, all point to the contrasting perspectives of 
the two texts under consideration. Neither Pandey nor Karmarkar 
provide any concrete evidence for the view that the GK is reliant in 
any significant way upon the Bhagavadglta. Given the philosophical 
divergence between the two texts one can perhaps see why. 

The Brahmasutra 

The Brahmasutra is said to be the logical beginning or foundation 
( nydya-prasthdna ) of Vedanta. Bhagavadglta 13.4 refers to aphoristic 
verses concerning Brahman ( Brahmasutra-pdda ), but Sankara, author 
of the oldest extant commentary on the text, understands this to be 
a reference to the Upanisads. Traditionally, Badarayana is said to be 
the author of the Brahmasutra. Sankara refers to the author of the text 
as “ bhagavan svtrakarahf and simply as acdrya, 61 without men¬ 
tioning his name. However, in the commentary to the final sutra , 
Sankara refers to its author as “ bhagavan badarayana dcdryah .’ ’ On 
the other hand, in the Upadesasdhasri, 62 Sankara mentions Vyasa as 
the supreme Vedantic authority, and while not referring to this figure 
as author of the Brahmasutra , the identification is likely to be implied. 
The term “ vyasa f however, means compiler and may be an epithet 
rather than a personal name. It is likely that the text of the Brahmasutra 
has undergone some redaction (for instance there are divergent readings 
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between the various commentators). The possibility remains therefore 
that Badarayana may have been editor (vyasa) of the text, and not its 
original author. 

The thinker whose ideas are most often referred to is Jaimini, the 
traditional author of the Mthamsa Sutra. However, authorship of this 
text is also considered to be spurious. First, Jaimini is referred to by 
name in the Mimdmsd Sutra five times. It is an odd occurrence for 
the author of a text to refer so obviously to himself by name. Second, 
in Mimdmsd Sutra 6.3.4. Jaimini’s opinion is quoted in the purvapaksa 
and then subsequently rejected. It is unlikely then, that Jaimini is the 
author of this text, despite Sangamlal Pandey’s suggestion that Jaimini 
is here modifying his own opinion. 63 From the evidence deduced from 
the Brahmasutra , it is clear that Jaimini, as well as being a Mmamsaka , 
was also a great Vedantin. His views are clearly addressed eleven times 
in the Brahmasutra , making him by far the most quoted thinker. 64 
However, Jaimini’s views are not always endorsed, in fact Nakamura 
goes as far as to suggest that Badarayana “considered his chief task to 
be to criticize the theories of Jaimini. Whenever his theories are quoted, 
the theories of Jaimini are always listed as the object of his criticism.” 65 

However, the Brahmasutra does not accept all of Badarayana’s 
Views as its final position (siddhanta). Thus, Nakamura notes that 
Badarayana believes in the ideal of the renunciate (samnyasiri), while 
the Sutra encourages the actions of the ritual performing householder 
who contemplates Brahman. 66 Again, Badarayana seems to distinguish 
between two types of Brahman, but this is not found in the Sutra itself. 
Indeed, in 4.4.5-7, Badarayana’s view is listed among various heterodox 
opinions. Nevertheless, of all the thinkers quoted in the text (including 
Jaimini) Badarayana’s thought seems closest to that of the text’s actual 
author. 

The text appears to have been compiled for two main reasons. First 
and foremost, it is an attempt to establish a definitive exegesis of the 
Upanisads , thereby circumventing the apparent contradictoriness of 
various Upanisadic statements. Thus, its motive and method is more 
akin to Western theology than philosophy. The second purpose behind 
the Sutra's composition appears to be the criticism of what it considers 
to be non-Upanisadic points of view (mainly Samkhya, but also 
Vaisesika, various Buddhist schools etc.) Nakamura places the develop¬ 
ment of the Brahmasutra into three historical stages: 

1. A synopsis of Upanisadic doctrine, based mainly upon the 
Chandogy>a Upanisad , and probably originating from a school 
of the Sama Veda (to which the Chdndogya Upanisad , Jaimini, 
and Badarayana belonged). 
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2 Enlargement of the text, incorporation of theories from other 
Upanisads , and general adoption by Vedic schools in general 
as a synopsis of Upanisadic ideas. 

3. Revision of the Sutra and incorporation of logical disputation 
aimed particularly at the rival schools of Indian thought. 67 

This seems a useful model of development to accept. However, it 
is doubtful to what extent it can be either verified or falsified, and thus 
it can be accepted only as an heuristic and provisional starting point. 

It seem likely that the Brahmasutra incorporated critiques of the 
Samkhya school at a much earlier stage in its development, since proto- 
Samkhya-style doctrines are archaic, and thus must have represented 
a threat to the Brahmanical monism of the Sutra. Nevertheless, it seems 
beyond any reasonable doubt that the Brahmasutra has gone through 
a number of developmental stages, and that it reached its final form 
around the fifth century CE (this is clear from its critique of the Yogacara 
theories in BS II.2.28-32). However, the greater part of the Siitra must 
have existed long before this time, and with the undoubted antiquity 
of the Chandogya, its foundational text, the earliest parts of the text 
may be very old indeed. Nakamura notes that the thinkers referred to 
in the BS lived before the Common Era (BCE) 68 which implies that the 
bulk of the text was compiled at least some four to five hundred years 
before the sections which attack Mahayana Buddhist philosophy. 

Doctrines of the Brahmasutra 

The BS is a highly orthodox text from the Brahmanical point of 
view, since it restricts access to its doctrines to the upper three varna, 
as does the Mimamsa Sutra. It also presupposes the Brahmanical form 
of life (varnasrama etc.) 

The definitive Vedantic position is espoused in direct contrast to 
the doctrines of the Samkhya school. Samkhya is said to be based upon 
traditional thought (smarta, 4.2.21), as opposed to the revelatory word 
(sabda) of the Vedic scriptures. The school utilizes inference ( anumana ) 
and does not rely upon scriptural foundations ( sruti , literally that 
which is heard”) alone for its theories. The Brahmasutra accepts the 
validity of smrti, but only when it accords to sruti (3-3 31)- This 
position is expressed as early as BS 1.1.3, 4, where scripture is said to 
be the source or womb (yoni ) of all knowledge. The Vedas are eternal 
(nitya, 1.3.29,30). The theories of the Vedanta school, thus are based 
upon the revelatory word ( sabdamula , 2.1.27). The Vedas, of course, 
are believed to derive from a non-human (apauruseya) origin. The text 
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places the revealed text above all other sources of authoritative 
knowledge. Thus, whereas sruti is direct perception (pratyaksa ), smrti 
is inference {anumana), based upon that direct knowledge (see BS 
1.3.28; 3.2.24; 4.4.20). 

However, this will not convince those who do not accept the 
revelatory status of the Vedas. Therefore, the Brahmasutra also endorses 
the utilization of logic based upon the insights of the scriptures (2.1.18). 
Thus, we find two types of argument in the Brahmasutra , the 
hermeneutical type—based upon the harmonization of Upanisadic 
ideas, and the apologetic—based upon the refutation of rival points 
of view. Thus, the BS utilizes reductio ad absurdum (prasahga) 
arguments to refute other doctrines. In fact the term prasahga is used 
several times in the BS (2.1.1; 8, 11, 12, and 26; 2.3.32). However, there 
is often little in the way of conscious effort to substantiate the 
Brahmasutra 's own position through the use of logical arguments, and 
philosophical problems are often circumvented via the use of parables 
and references to the infallibility of scripture. This is not surprising given 
the Brahmasutra 's essentially theological approach, and foundational 
regard for the Vedas. As a means of persuading one’s philosophical 
opponents, however, it remains highly unsatisfactory. 

Purva and Uttara Mimamsa 

The Brahmasutra begins with a statement of its intentions: “Now, 
for the enquiry into Brahman.” Commentarial debate concerned the 
reason for the occurrence of the term “ atha ”—“Now” Does the text 
presuppose any other enquiry before the enquiry into Brahman? 69 It 
seems likely that this is a self-conscious reference to the status of the 
Vedanta, as the “end of the Vedas.” Thus, the text is expressing its 
concern for the doctrines of the Upanisads and not that of the 
Samhitas and Brdhmanas which have “gone before.” The division 
between the initial exegesis (purvamlmamsa) and the final exegesis 
{uttaramlmarnsa, or Vedanta) is an early distinction which seems 
clearly to pre-date Sankara. The former, envisaging the performance 
of rituals as the goal of man (purusdrtha ) was laid down in the 
Mlmdmsa-Sutra , that became the fundamental text of the Mimamsa 
darsana. The latter, establishing liberation {moksa) as the ultimate goal, 
placed more emphasis upon knowledge {vidya) than action {karman) 
(e.g., see Brahmasutra , 3-4.1-8). This trend within Brahmanical 
thought developed into the Vedanta darsana. 

The ancient Brahmins saw vidya as the knowledge of the correct 
performance of the ritual. However, as the exegesis {mimamsa) of ritual 
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practices became more sophisticated, this knowledge also came to refer 
to the contemplative worship ( upasana ) of the deity. 70 This process 
developed within Upanisadic circles through the interiorization of the 
agnihotra ritual (prdndgnihotra-vdda). Thus, upasana came to denote 
an inner contemplation of the object or meaning (< artha) of the ritual 
act. Thus, for the renunciate, there was no longer any need to perform 
the agnihotra ritual (BS 3.4.25), since his aim is liberation ( moksa ) 
through the attainment of knowledge (3.4.17). 

The establishment of a fourth goal, moksa , as well as duty 
(<dharma ), wealth {artha), and pleasure (kdma), and of a fourth stage 
of life, that of the renunciate (samnyasin) reveals a tension within 
Brahmanical thought between the lifestyle and goals of the householder 
(grhastha ) and those of the retired forest-dweller (\vanaprastha ). As 
such, the incorporation of the renunciate as a Brahmanical ideal 
constitutes an attempt by Brahmanical ortholoxy to assimilate the 
tradition of wandering renunciates (sramanas), out of which the 
Buddhist and Jaina movements developed. The importance of the forest- 
dweller (vanaprastha) to the early Upanisadic movement, and 
subsequently to the later development of the Vedanta school, cannot 
and should not be underestimated in the “Brahminization” of the ideal 
of the samnyasi. 

The Brahmasutra explicitly subordinates the efficacy of the ritual 
to that of knowledge (vidya) of Brahman (see 3*4.17). This marks the 
major departure of the Vedanta’s understanding of the meaning behind 
Vedic utterances and injunctions. The scriptures are the means whereby 
one can attain true knowledge of Brahman (1.1.4). Thus, for the early 
Vedantin what is important is the grounding of his or her doctrines 
in the Upanisadic literature, and the reconciliation of differing doctrines 
and statements within that same literature. However, the Brahmasutra 
does not thereby reject the efficacy of ritualistic practices. Rituals 
themselves are necessary for the correct acquisition of knowledge 
(3.4.26), and the practice of the agnihotra ceremony, for instance, is 
said to be conducive to liberation (4.1.16). Nevertheless, even the 
householder must practice contemplation of Brahman as well as 
performing the rituals if he is to secure his own liberation. This displays 
the synthetic method of the Sutrakara , never rejecting an orthodox 
view where it can be assimilated at some (albeit inferior) level. The 
Vedanta stands upon its acceptance of knowledge of Brahman as the 
supreme means to liberation. Both the means and the goal display an 
internal movement away from the traditional goals of the Purva 
Mlmamsa. Nevertheless, at this stage, the performance of rituals is an 


indispensable means to salvation itself. It is from this religious and 
theological background that the Vedantin establishes his position. 

Yoga in the Brahmasutra 

The practice of contemplation on Brahman (upasana) clearly 
involves some form of yogic practice. Nakamura lists the following terms 
as synonyms of meditation in th e Brahmasutra: reverence (upasana), 
cognition (vijhana), knowledge (vidya), concentration (dhyana 4.1.8; 
dhl, 3.3.33), seeing (drsti, 4.1.5), and awareness (buddhi, 3-2.33). 71 Such 
contemplation is counter-current to the “normal,” extrovertive flow 
of consciousness because of its essentially introspective nature. The 
development from the external worshipping of a deity to the inter- 
iorized worshipping of the divine within oneself, was undoubtedly a 
major contributory factor in the development of the Vedanta’s interest 
in the relationship between the divine and the inner self (ddhydtma). 
Thus, Brahman is to be realized in a state of meditative concentration 
(samradhana, 3.2.24). This is an experience of effulgence (prakasa, 
3.2.25), a description which no doubt confirms the Sutra's equating 
of Brahman with light (jyotis , 1.1.24; 1.3.40). 

The Brahmasutra allows for the renunciation of ritual activity by 
the samnyasi (e.g., see BS 4.4.25). However, the renunciate is required 
to perform certain prescribed auxiliary practices (ahga) in order to 
attain liberation, as laid down in Brhadaranyaka Upanisad. 4.4.23. 
These prerequisites include the cultivation of calmness ( sama ), self- 
control (dama), repose (uparati), patience (titiksd), concentration 
(samddhi), and faith (sraddhd) (3.4.27). One should also practice silent 
meditation (mauna) which is equally conducive (sahakdrin) to the 
attainment of knowledge (vidya, 3.4.47), and should observe a strict 
diet at all times unless in danger of starvation (3.4.28). In order to 
meditate successfully one must be in a sitting posture (dslna, 4.1.7). 
As a result of the concentration produced one is able to remain 
motionless in mind and body (4.1.9). This practice can be undertaken 
in any place, so long as it is conducive to the one-pointedness of mind 
(ekagrata, 4.1.11). Such practices are to be consistently carried out until 
one’s death (4.1.12). The result of constant meditation is the attainment 
of non-attachment and the destruction of succeeding and previous sins 
(4.1.13). However, liberation as such can occur only upon death (4.1.15; 
4.1.19). 

The Sutra appears to accept the contemplation of various symbolic 
forms but only insofar as they do not become identified with the object 
of meditation itself (4.1.4). Thus, all symbols are temporary objects of 
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contemplation (pratlka), Brahman being the object of all meditation 
as taught in the Upanisads (3 3.1). The aspirant may choose ( vikalpa ) 
one of the numerous meditative techniques found in these texts and 
practice that one alone, since the result does not differ from one 
technique to another (3-3.59). However, those techniques designed for 
goals other than liberation (such as meditation on the Udgltha etc., 
which is practiced in order to eradicate obstacles (< apratibandha ) to 
the correct performance of the ritual, see 3.3.42 and 4.1.18), can be 
practiced either singly or with other techniques since their goal is the 
attainment of worldly pleasures (3.3.60). 

The Nature of Brahman in the Brahmasutra 

The Brahmasutra presupposes that there is an intrinsic relationship 
between Brahman and the self (i atman ). 72 This presupposition is a 
legacy of the Sutra's upanisadic background. Brahman as such is 
understood by the Sutra to be the supreme self (paramatman ), and 
the inner controller ( antaryamin ). Brahman is also described as the 
supreme Lord (paramesvara ) and the intelligent self (prajha, 1.4.5; 
2.3.29). The most common epithet, however, is "parah]' “the supreme 
one, (is the masculine gender significant)? There is no evidence in the 
text, though, to support Sankaras distinction between the lower 
Brahman ( aparam/saguna brahma , i.e., Isvara) and Brahman in itself 
( param/nirguna brahma). Thus, BS 3.2.11 states that Brahman does 
not possess a two-fold characteristic ( lihga). 

Brahman is defined in BS 1.1.2, as “that from which the origin, 
subsistence and dissolution of this [universe occurs].” Thus, Brahman 
is established as the cause ( karana) and support (adhisthana) of the 
world’s manifestation and subsequent dissolution. This would appear 
to be the most basic definition of Brahman, the term deriving from 
the root “brh,” meaning “to expand,” “grow,” or “develop.” 73 Brahman 
in actual fact is “Being” itself (sat, BS 2.3-9). It is also the principle 
of intelligence (1.1.5; 1.1.9; 1.1.10; 3.2.16). The Brahmasutra thus, 
describes Brahman as unbound (ayama), omnipresent (sarvagata, 

3 2.37), endless (ananta, 3.2.26); the plenitude (bhiiman, 1.3.8). It 
is partless (niravayava, 2.1.26), and without form (artipavad, 3.2.13). 
As the eternal and undifferentiated (3.2.11) principle of existence it is 
imperishable (aksara, 1.3.10; 3-3.33; a term which also denotes 
“syllable,” or more specifically the syllable “Om”) 

Brahman can only be described negatively (3.2.12). Nevertheless, 
it is light (jyotis, 1.1.24; 1.3.40). As such, Brahman is self-illuminating 
(svaprakasa), and its essence is bliss (< ananda , 3.3.11,13); it is the source 


of all happiness (sukha, 1.1.14; alluded to in 1.2.15) in the world. It 
is only Brahman which has the fulfillment of all desires (satya- 
samkalpatva, 1.2.2). 74 Thus, in contrast to Sankara, Brahman is felt 
to possess qualities (guna) in a pre-eminent sense. This would appear 
to contradict the earlier statement that Brahman can only be spoken 
of apophatically, but this is not necessarily so, since the idea seems to 
be that all worldly experiences of pleasure are imperfect realizations 
of the bliss (ananda) of Brahman. This follows from Brahman’s 
fundamental status as creator and sustainer of the universe, and our 
experiences within it. As such, any attempt to understand Brahman in 
terms of our own worldly based pleasures will be wholly inadequate, 
since Brahman is in fact the source of those characteristics (pradhana , 
3.3.11.) 75 Thus Brahman’s pre-eminent qualities are best approached 
from an oblique angle through the negation of all worldly categories. 
While the post-Sankarite formula of sac-cid-ananda (Being- 
Consciousness-Bliss) is not openly endorsed, one can clearly see the 
roots of the later Vedantic definition of Brahman in the text. 

Brahman as the cause of the world’s manifestation is described in 
the Brahmasutra as the womb (yoni) of the universe (1.4.27). Allied 
with the Sutrakara's equation of Brahman with intelligence (prajha 
//jha), one can see that this view has developed in contrast to the views 
of the Samkhya school where the material cause of the world is 
primordial, insentient matter (pradhana ). It is likely that this distinctive 
feature of the Brahmasutra' s theology was developed specifically in 
response to Samkhya doctrines. Indeed, much of the Brahmasutra 
appears to have been written to refute the perspective of the Samkhya 
school. 76 This point should not be overlooked, for the historical and 
philosophical roots of early Vedanta are intrinsically bound up with 
the Samkhya movement. Thus, Nakamura notes that: 

The Samkhya system had an intimate connection with the Vedanta school 
from ancient times. The seeds of the theory of the three qualities ( triguna) 
of Samkhya are found in the older Upanisads of the initial period (Chand. 

Up. VI). And Samkhya ideas and expressions are clearly evident in the 
older Upanisads of the middle and later periods. In the great epic, the 
Mahabharata, and the Code of Manu, Samkhya philosophy, having the 
characteristic of Vedantic ideas, is taught...the Samkhya system 
maintained intimate relationships with the Vedanta schools, and they 
claimed orthodox Brahmanical authority to rival the Vedantic claims. 77 

Indeed from the evidence of Buddhist texts, the early Vedanta school 
seems to have resembled the Samkhya school in a number of doctrinal 
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respects. 78 For evidence of this one need only look at the Samkhya- 
cum-Vedanta doctrines to be found in chapter XII of the Mahabharata. 

The Brahmasutra accepts Brahman as both the material cause 
(; upddana , 1.4.23; 2.1.19-20) of the universe, and its creator (kartr, 
1.4.6). 79 Brahman, however, is not a personal being (purusa ), a 
conception commonly ascribed to the Vedanta of this period by Jain 
and Buddhist scholars, 80 being essentially without organs (karana, 
2.1.31). Nevertheless, the Brahmasutra clearly sees Brahman as a 
dynamic force, in contrast to the advaitic view of Brahman as the 
essentially static and unchanging reality Thus, the position adopted 
in the Brahmasutra , in regard to the nature of the creative act, is that 
of brahma-parinama-vada (e.g. see BS 1.4.26), that is, the doctrine 
of the transformation of Brahman [into the world], as opposed to the 
prakrti-parinama-vada of the Samkhya school, which maintains that 
it is primordial matter (prakrti //pradhdna) which is transformed into 
the world (via the conscious intervention of the Purusa). 

Both Samkhya and the Vedanta of the Brahmasutra base their 
understandings of the process of creation, or rather “transformation” 
(parinama , for there is no “ creatio ex nihilo ” for these schools, see 
BS 2.2.26) on a causal theory known as satkdryavada , or the doctrine 
that the effect exists [within the cause], (BS 2.1.7). Thus, the world exists 
in potentia w ithin its material base prior to the creative act (2.1.16). 
Brahman as world-cause and the world itself as the effect are non- 
different ( dnanya , 2.1.14). The doctrine as expressed through the notion 
of parinama (“transformation” or “change”) is unacceptable to the 
Advaitin, for as we shall see it is a fundamental presupposition of the 
Advaita school that change cannot occur. 

An objection is raised in BS 2.1.26 that the brahma-parinama 
theory cannot be maintained because: 

1. If the whole of Brahman transforms, it becomes another, 
rendering Brahman non-existent, and yet, 

2. If only a part of Brahman is transformed, this contradicts the 
unity and partlessness of Brahman. 

The author of the Sutra , however, makes no attempt to answer 
these problems, asserting that the student of the Vedanta must accept 
the views of the scriptures regardless of logical problems and apparent 
philosophical inconsistencies (2.1.27). There has been much written 
subsequently by opponents and supporters of the parinama doctrine 
both within the Vedanta school, and in the context of Indian philosophy 
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in general on this important question. Indeed, questions of causality 
remain central to the philosophers of classical India. Nevertheless, this 
is not the place to further indulge in the debate, suffice it to say that 
the problem of change encountered in BS 1.2.26 is one that has been 
encountered by philosophers in the East and the West since philo¬ 
sophizing first began. 81 

As to the reason behind the creative act, 1.3 7 states that Brahman 
abides ( sthiti) within the created world and assimilates experiences 
(adandmyam: literally “eats”). The apparent imperfections and 
injustices ( vaisamya ) of the world are not attributable to Brahman, since 
they are based upon “other factors,” i.e. the individual conditions which 
are dependent ( apeksd ) upon the actions (prayatna) of the individual 
self (2.1.34; 2.3.42). These actions are clearly those performed by 
individual selves (jlvdtman ) in previous creations; they provide the 
structural basis for Brahman’s world-creation, which is here envisaged 
as a process for the working out of each individual’s karmic residue. 
The objection that the individual selves cannot be responsible for their 
conditions since they did not exist before creation is dismissed by the 
Sutra on the grounds that samsara is beginningless (2.1.33-36). 
Whether this is an adequate philosophical response is a moot point. 
Nakamura notes that: 

Judging from the above reply, there must have been a view prevalent that 
some part of the karma committed by the individual self before absorption 
in Brahman resulted in effects in the next kalpa or world creation... At 
the same time the Highest God was not an absolutely free personal god, 
because he is dependent upon external factors for world creation. Since 
he merely allocates the karmic effect appropriate to the individual, his 
function was that of an automaton. 82 

It seems that a similar conception of creation is presupposed in 
Gaudapadiya-karika II. 16. 

fivam kalpayate purvam tato bhavan prthagvidhdn, 
bahyan ddhydtmikams caiva yathdvidyas tathasmrtih. 

[The atman] first imagines the jlva (individual soul), and then different 
things, external and internal (objective and subjective); as one knows so 
does one recollect. 

Of course, for the Gaudapdcfiya-karikd, creation is an imaginary 
event (kalpita). Nevertheless, it appears to follow a carefully prescribed 
sequential order, comprising firstly of the creation of individual selves 
(jlvas ), and then of various known objects, based upon the memory 
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traces (smrti) of past experience (vidya) pertaining to the various 
individual selves. Note also that this may have been in the background 
of Sankara’s later notion of adhydsa as the superimposition of past, 
remembered qualities of what is not-self onto the Atman. 

We should not underestimate the importance that may be attached 
to the philosophical problems of this notion of Brahman, as outlined 
by Nakamura above. The quest for philosophical systematization may 
have lead to a rejection of all theories attempting to explain creation. 
This certainly occurred in the case of the author of the first prakarana 
of the Gaudapadlyakarika , who argues in verse 9 that 

bhogartham srstir ity anye kndartham iti capare, 
devasyaisa svabhavo yam dptakamasya ka sprha. 

Creation is for the sake of enjoyment (or experience), so say some. Others 
say it is for the sake of sport. This again is the lordly nature of the divine, 
for what desire is there for the one who has obtained all wishes? 

The hurvapaksin in BS 2.1.32 argues in a similar vein that there can 
be no purpose behind creation since Brahman can have no motive. This 
is dismissed in 2.1.33 since creation is merely the “sport” or “play” 
(Hid) of Brahman. So the creative act has no actual purpose, but is merely 
an overflowing of Brahman’s essential fullness ( bhuman ). The 
conclusion drawn in the Brahmasutra, then, is actually not that 
different from the one found in GK 1.9. Both texts accept that Brahman 
can have no motive (BS 1.2.2; GK 1.9), and to that extent creation can 
have no purpose. What is interesting about 1.9 of the GK is that it does 
not necessarily imply that creation is therefore a false event; creation 
occurs in conformity with the intrinsic nature ( svabhava ) of the divine 
being (i.e. Brahman). This concluding statement says nothing that the 
author of the Brahmasutra would find disagreeable. Nevertheless, as 
we suggested in the previous chapter, GK 1.9 can be understood to imply 
that even the notion of creation as play (Ilia) is inadequate for precisely 
the reason that Brahman does not desire anything, not even the 
indulgence of sport. This difference in emphasis is important since it 
is based upon two different notions of Brahman, that of the 
Brahmasutra , that allows for a dynamic and transformative reality, and 
that of the Gaudapddlya-kdrikd, that envisages Brahman as the static 
and essentially changeless ultimate reality (see for instance GK 111.34, 
IV. 80). 

As the cause of the world and through its own transformation the 
world itself, Brahman is said to be the totality of all things (see 1.1.23: 
cf. GK II.19). x The Brahmasutra upholds a thorough-going realism. The 
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world of multiplicity exists, partaking of the “being (sat) which is 
the essence of Brahman. The text does not uphold the theory of the 
merely-apparent nature of duality (maya-matra), as one finds in the 
GK and later Advaita Vedantins. The term “maya" occurs only once 
in the Brahmasutra , and then in a discussion of the dream state, that 
is said to be “mere-illusion” or “ mayamatra ,” due to the fact that 
dream experiences do not reveal their true nature (3-2.3). Sankara notes 
in his commentary that dreams are incomplete since ‘ ‘the space needed 
for a chariot etc. is not possible in dream; for within the narrow limits 
of the body, the chariot etc. cannot get sufficient room. 83 This 
argument seems to have originated from Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 
4 3.10 (which Sankara referred to earlier in BSBh 2.1.28), and is alluded 
to in GK II.3. It is likely that Sankara got the idea through his reading 
of GK 11.4 and GK IV. 33 which are concise developments of this 
argument. Indeed, the bhasya on the GK (traditionally ascribed to 
Sankara) also utilizes the argument from spatial limitation to the same 
effect. However, in that text the commentator follows the GK in denying 
the validity of waking experience also. This step is not taken by Sankara 
in his Brahmasutrabhdsya , 84 and may be taken as strong evidence for 
doubting the GK-bhasya's authenticity as a work of Sankara. However, 
the difference of opinion with regard to the status of the waking state 
may reflect a development in Sankara’s thinking (away from Yogacara 
Buddhist influences), or the fact that he is restricted by the realism 
expounded in the Brahmasutra itself. 

Nevertheless, the occurrence of the same argument in two 
supposedly Sarikarite texts may suggest that in commentating on BS 
3.2.3, Sankara is drawing upon the arguments of an Advaitic exegetical 
tradition of his own, deriving in all probability from the GK itself, and 
his (earlier) commentary upon it. The term “ mayamatra can also be 
found in GK 1.17, where it refers to the dualistic world of common 
experiences (that is the world experienced in the waking state), as well 
as dream experiences. For the author of the Gaudapadlya-karika , both 
the waking and the dream states are mayamatra , being self-contained 
(samvrti , literally “enclosed”) and therefore sublatable experiences. 85 
For the early Vedanta of the Brahmasutra, however, this was most 
certainly not the case. Our waking experiences correspond to a real 
external world brought into existence through the real transformation 
of Brahman. This much is clear from the Brahmasutra’ s critique of 
Yogacara ideas in BS 2.2.28-30. The uncompromising realism of the 
Brahmasutra is one of the most predominant features of early 
Brahmanical Vedanta, stemming as it does from the school s basic 
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presupposition that the world is the transformation (parinama ) of 
Brahman. 

The most striking philosophical feature of the Vedanta school is 
its basic presupposition that Brahman is the universal substratum for 
all things. This derives from a belief in the absolute divinity of Brahman, 
a clear indicator of the school’s theological background in the various 
types of theism found in the Vedic scriptures. The Brahmasutra thus, 
maintains that all things are dependent (< adhina, 1.4.3) upon Brahman 
for their existence. This much, of course, should be clear from the text’s 
equating of Brahman with Being (sat) itself (2.3 9). Nothing is distinct 
(avyatireka) from Brahman (2.3.6), since Brahman is the substrate of 
all things up to space (ambarantadhrti , 1.3.10), and the common 
support of heaven, earth, and others (dyu-bhv-ady-dyatana, 1.3.1). This 
substrative function is something to be found in Brahman alone, since 
it derives from His mighty rule (prasasana , 2.3.11), and greatness 
(i mahiman , 1.3.16). As universal support, Brahman is also that which 
resides within (antarabhava) all things (3.2.20). Allied to this, in 
conformity with Brhadaranyaka 3.7.1., Brahman is described as the 
inner controller (antaryamin, BS 1.2.18-20). 

Brahman and the Individual Self ( jivatman ) in the Brahmasutra 

The question of the precise relationship between Brahman and the 
individual self constitutes a major focal point of Vedantic theorizing. 
The differences of opinion on this issue have largely been responsible 
for the formation of the various Vedanta schools (Dvaitadvaita, Advaita, 
Visistadvaita, and Dvaita). According to the Brahmasutra, the 
individual self is a part (amsa) of Brahman (2.3.43). Sankara protests , 
in his commentary that this statement is metaphorical since Brahman ' 
is essentially partless (>niravayava , see BS 2.1.26). However, the 
Brahmasutra specifically maintains that individual selves are parts of 
Brahman, because they are different ( nana ) and yet not different (see 
2.3.43). The text clearly divorces itself from the unqualified identity 
of jivatman and paramatman. This is a “holistic” point of view— 
Brahman being more than the sum of its parts (thus, it is not 
pantheism—the doctrine of pure immanence). The individual self is 
atomic (2.3.23) whereas the supreme self is not (2.3.21). The two are 
non-distinct (avaisesya, 3.2.25) and yet are not identical (tadatmya). 

That the Brahmasutra does not uphold the position of unqualified 
non-difference (advaita-vada // abheda-vada ), as expounded in the 
Gaudapadiya-kdrikd and the Brahmasittra-bhasya of Sankara, is clear 
from BS 2.1.22, where the supreme self is said to be greater (adhikd) 
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than the individual self on account of their basic difference. Thus, the 
Brahmasutra also makes a differentiation (vaisesya) between Brahman 
and jivatman on the grounds that Brahman is not subject to the pains 
and pleasures of experience (BS 1.2.8, 2.1.13, 2.3.46). It is the supreme 
self that is responsible for the very possibility of action on the part of 
the individual self (2.3.41), and while Brahman is the world-creator, 
the individual self never acquires such a position ( 1 . 1 . 16 ), not even in 
liberation (moksa), which is said to be union (yoga ) with Brahman 
(1.1.19; 1.1.7), since this is dependent upon the Isvara (4.4.17,18). In 
fact both bondage and liberation originate from Brahman (3-2.5). The 
liberated self is only equal to Brahman in its enjoyment (bhoga-matra, 
4.4.21). The result of this is that it is possible to talk of two selves 
(atmanau, 1.2.11), although, we should note that they are not two 
distinct entities, since the individual self is only an atomic part (amsa) 
of Brahman. 

The philosophical position of the Brahmasutra in regard to the 
relationship between Brahman and the individual self is technically 
known as the doctrine of difference-non-difference (bhedabheda- 
vada). There are many forms in which this doctrine can occur, 86 but 
in the case of the Brahmasutra, it is based upon the notion of Brahman 
as the plenitude (bhiiman) which transcends the sum of its parts, and 
yet inheres fully within them (adhyatma, antarabhava, 3.2.20) as their 
inner controller (antaryamin). This is possible since Brahman is 
essentially a spiritual or intelligent principle (1.1.5; 1.1.9; 1.1.10; 3-2.16). 
Thus, it is not subject to any spatial or temporal limitations (3-2.37; 
3.2.26; 1.3.10; 3.3-33), and is essentially formless (arupavad, 3-2.13). 
As such, spatial notions such as size or quantitative partition (avayava) 
are inappropriate (since Brahman has no parts, niravayava, BS 2.1.26). 
Thus, Brahman resides in its entirety within the smallest particle 
imaginable (amsa), i.e. the individual self and yet remain the receptacle 
(ayatana, 1.3.1) or totality (bhuman) which transcends the sum of these 
parts. Nevertheless, the individual selves are permanent and unorigi¬ 
nated (2.3.17; 2.2.42). It is likely that the self remains imperishable 
(aksara) only insofar as it is non-different from Brahman, and also 
“atomic” (amsa) (thereby being irreducible). 

Because of the uniqueness of Brahman (Brahman being “one 
without a second,” Chandogya Upanisad 6.2.1, see Sankara’s BSBh 
3.2.32), analogies are always hopelessly inadequate. Nevertheless, the 
Brahmasutra utilizes a number of analogies to explain the relationship 
between Brahman and the individual self. Thus, it is like that of a torch 
as the source of light, and the light which it emits (prakasa, 3-2.25, 
28, 2.3.46). The relationship is also similar to that existing between 
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the sun and its image reflected upon the water (3-2.18, see also 2.3-50), 
and that between a snake and its coils (3-2.27). 

The analogy of a snake and its coils is particularly interesting since 
it can be extended to describe the nature of the creative act. Thus, at 
some times the snake is outstretched while at other times it is recoiled. 
The analogy can thereby be seen as envisaging the creation of the world 
in terms of the “rolling out” (evolving, Latin “e-volvere" : literally “to 
roll outward”) of Brahman. Thus, in the Brahmasutra , creation is said 
to be nothing more than the self-development or self-unfoldment of 
Brahman (literally, “self-making,” atmakrti , 1.4.26, cf. GK 11.12.) 

It is clear that the earliest usage of the term “ vivartaf (understood 
in post-Sahkarite Vedanta as a technical term for the illusoriness of the 
creative act), was to denote the “rolling out” or “unfolding” of 
creation. Thus, it had none of the “illusionistic” connotations that were 
later attributed to it. This is how the term was used by Sankara himself 87 
and conforms to the understanding of the term “ viparivartate" as it 
occurs in Bhagavadgtd 9-10, and Sankara’s commentary upon it. It 
is only in the post-Sahkarite works of Advaita Vedanta that we find the 
term “ vivarta ’ used in the specific sense of “apparent” as opposed 
to “real” (parinama) transformation. The term does not occur in this 
sense in the works of Sankara and is not to be found in the Ganda- 
pddiya-kdrika , although Sankara’s contemporary Mandana-misra does 
appear to have used it in distinction to parinama ** Pre-Sankarite 
Vedanta, therefore, seems unaware of the vivarta :: parinama 
dichotomy. This in all likelihood reflects the fact that the early Vedanta 
school was overwhelmingly realistic in its approach to the created world 
of duality. It is important to note, however, that the development of 
the doctrine of creation as an illusory transformation of Brahman occurs 
in the Gaudapddiya-karika , without recourse to the “ vivarta ” 
terminology. 

Nevertheless, we should note that the notion of “unfoldment” does 
not imply any change in the thing that is being unfolded (in this case 
the unfoldment of Brahman at creation). Perhaps the best translation 
of the term “vivarta” (one which remains etymologically similar and 
semantically appropriate), is that of “distortion.” Vi-varta then is a dis¬ 
tortion in two basic respects. On the one hand such a rendering reflects 
the basically negative attitude of (particularly, but not exclusively) later 
Vedanta towards the realm of samsara. The created realm is a 
“disfigurement” of Brahman’s essential non-duality. It is this evaluative 
depreciation of the material world of multiplicity that is emphasized 
in so much of the post-Buddhistic formulations of Vedanta. On the other 
hand, the notion of “distortion” implies that what appears is not what 
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actually is. This latter sense of the term is one that is particularly 
emphasized in Advaita Vedanta. The world appears as if it is real, but 
it is really nothing but a distortion, a false apprehension, of the all- 
encompassing unity of Brahman. Just as in the dark a rope can be 
| distorted so as to appear as a snake, so is Brahman distorted so as to 
appear as the dualistic world of samsara . This particular aspect of the 
term vivarta is that which is most clearly brought into prominence 

in the Vedanta of Sankara’s successors. 

It is easy to see then how the term vivarta could be used by later 
Vedantins to support the principle of the immutability of reality. 
Creation is apparent insofar as Brahman is only unfolding what is 
essentially there already. This is orthodox Vedantic realism in that it 
is an expression of satkaryavada (the doctrine of the existence of the 
effect in the cause); where it differs, however, is in the refusal of the 
Advaitin thereby to accept the reality of the effect as something other 
than the cause. It is easy to see how early Vedantic bhedabheda-vada 
could be transformed into non-dualism ( advaita-vada // abheda-vada) 
through a subtle change in emphasis. Such a change seems to have 
occurred as a result of the school’s adoption of the two-truths scheme. 
Indeed, Bhartrhari seems to have been the earliest (and indeed the only 
pre-Mandana) philosopher to utilize the term vivarta in anything like 
its later technical sense, and it is interesting to note that one can also 
find the analogy of the snake and its folded coils in his Vdkyapadiya . 89 

Liberation ( Moksa ) and Bondage ( Samsara i) in the Brahmasutra 

Liberation is said by the Brahmasutra to be union (yoga ) with 
Brahman (1.1.19; 1.1.7), and occurs upon death (4.1.15; 4.1.19). Death 
is the dissolution of bodily functions and the merging of each one of 
the senses (prana ) into Brahman (4.2.15). The fate of the liberated 
individual, however, differs from that of the self in bondage insofar 
as the former follows the path of the gods (4.2.7) upon death, and 
becoming indistinguishable ( avibhaga , 4.2.16; 4.4.4) from Brahman. 
However, it is important to note that Brahman and the individual self 
are not totally identical since the latter cannot be the world-creator 
(4.4 17). Despite this, the liberated self acquires various divine powers 
as a result of its knowledge, notable attributes being the ability to inhabit 
multiple bodies simultaneously (4.4.15), and actualize desires through 
thought alone ( samkalpdd eva , 4.4.8; cf. GK 11.30). Such a one has 
no master ( adhipati , 4.4.9). Liberation is final, there being no return 
to bondage for the liberated self (4.4.22). 
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The Brahmasutra also describes liberation as the manifestation 
(dvirbhdva) of one’s real nature (avirbhuta svarupa , 1.3.19; 4.4.1). 90 
This statement is fascinating, for it opens up the possibility of denying 
the ontological reality of the state of bondage (samsara), which is here 
understood as a consequence of one’s ignorance. This conclusion is 
never actually drawn by the author of the Brahmasutra, although he 
does acknowledge that in samsara , certain things are obscured 
(tirohita , 3.2.5-6). The denial of ultimate reality to the realm of 
transmigration, however, became an important feature of the fully- 
blown absolutism of Advaita Vedanta. The development of such a 
radically acosmic (i.e. “no created realm’’) view is the result of the 
emphasis upon knowledge (vidya) as the sole means to liberation, since 
this view changes the status of samsara from that of an ontological 
realm to that of an epistemological (pramana // avidya) error. 91 This 
is also the function performed by the idea that creation is a “distortion” 
(vivarta ) of Brahman—the appearance of a multiplicity has become 
an error of apprehension and not a reality in itself. 

This brief overview of the Vedantic heritage of the Gaudapadlya- 
kdrika has highlighted the fact that the authors of this text are 
conversant and reliant upon Upanisadic ideas in a number of significant 
areas. The first three prakaranas are particularly dependent upon the 
Brhadaranyaka Upanisadbut show clear evidence of influences from 
the Chdndogya, Taittinya, and Katha Upanisads. There is no evidence 
of a direct relationship between the GK and the Bhagavadgltd , nor 
of direct influence from the Brahmasutra. These texts are considered, 
however, since they are representative of (at least aspects of) 
pre-Sarikarite Vedanta. Their importance for post-Sankarite Vedanta, of 
course, can hardly be overestimated. Their inclusion in this study, 
however, is warranted since one cannot hope to appreciate the 
innovations of the GK without an awareness of the philosophical 
positions embodied in these cardinal texts of the early Vedanta tradition. 


CHAPTER 

3 

The Abhidharma Context of 
Non-Origination ( Ajativada ) 

The Non-Origination of Dharmas—Absolutism 
and the Svabbdva Debate in Buddhism 

“Absolutism” has become a common designation of the Mahayana 
and Advaita systems of thought in modern Western scholarship. It is 
a technical philosophical term that has a strong tradition in Western 
philosophical thought, in particular one thinks of the systems of Hegel 
and Bradley. As such its use in an Indian philosophical context requires 
some justification. The term “absolute” itself derives from the Latin 
absolutus, to “be alone” or “cut off from,” thus it is that which displays 
no relations, the “non-relative.” As a result the term is often used with 
a capital letter and pre-fixed by the definite article—“the Absolute.” 
Here it is clearly being used to denote the conception of an 
unconditioned and all encompassing reality. Understood in this sense 
it would seem permissible to describe Advaita Vedanta as a form of 
absolutism since Brahman is said to exhibit precisely these charac¬ 
teristics. 1 Brahman is the ground of all being (sat), the unchanging 
substratum and source of the created universe. With regard to the 
Mahayana tradition however, the designation of its philosophy as 
“absolutistic” is problematic to say the least. Whereas the Advaitin sees 
Brahman as the supreme self ( paramatman ), “mainstream” Mahayana 
Buddhism, in conformity with the traditional position of the non- 
Mahayana Buddhist schools, denies that a substantial self can be found 
in any dharmas , whether compounded (samskrta) or uncompounded 
(i asamskrta ). Thus the one concept that might have been described as 
an “absolute” within the Buddhist tradition, i.e. nirvana, is equally 
lacking any self-hood, being accepted as an uncompounded dharma 
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by all schools of Buddhism. Within the Buddhist tradition, therefore, 
accepting some form of absolutism is often seen as the extreme view 
of eternalism ( sdsvata-vada ). With the possible exception of some 
Mahayana texts utilizing the notion of the “ tathagatagarbha ” (see 
chapter 7), the Mahayana tradition cannot be described as absolutistic 
in the sense in which it is used in most Western scholarship. 
Nevertheless, it is important to consider the reasons why the absolutistic 
intepretation of Mahayana Buddhism has gained currency in western 
scholastic circles, for the consequences have been a blurring of the 
distinctions between the Advaita Vedanta and Mahayana world views. 
It is important for our purposes, therefore, to attempt to clear up some 
of the problems in evaluating the philosophical relationship between 
Mahayana Buddhism and Advaita Vedanta. Such a consideration will 
inevitably involve discussion of the question of absolutism in the 
respective traditions. 

In the history of Vedantic thought it has become a standard criticism 
of the Sankarite school that Advaita Vedanta is really a form of crypto- 
Buddhism. Many modern scholars have ventured to substantiate this 
claim by an analysis of the doctrines of Sankara’s purported para- 
maguru Gaudapada, traditionally held to be the author of the 
GaudapadTya-karika. As we have seen, this text appears to exemplify 
not only the earliest formulation of advaita-vada within the Vedanta 
school but also a great propensity for Buddhist ideas (particularly in 
the fourth chapter, the Alatasdntiprakarand). Any attempt to delineate 
the philosophical relationship between Mahayana Buddhism and 
Advaita Vedanta must take the question of “absolutism” very seriously 
indeed. An examination of the philosophical standpoints of the 
“foundational texts” (m ulasastra) of Madhyamaka Buddhism and 
Advaita Vedanta, i.e. the MulaMadhyamakakdrikd of Nagarjuna and 
the Gaudapadiya’kdrika should enable us to consider this question 
more fully. 

In the previous chapter we considered the Vedantic background 
of the Gaudapadiya-kdrika. It is clear that this text is also dependent 
upon philosophical insights and arguments taken from the Buddhist 
tradition. For instance, in the fourth prakarana of the GK we find the 
frequent use of the term “ dharma ” to denote an “object of thought,” 
or more generally an “occurrence” There can be no doubt that this 
important term derives from the author’s acquaintance with Buddhist 
philosophy. There are many apparent similarities between the doctrines 
espoused in the GK and the central philosophical themes of the 
Mahayana Buddhist tradition in India. In particular, the Gaudapadian 
doctrine of non-origination (< ajativdda ) shows evidence of Mahayana 


influence insofar as the Prajnaparamita sutras and Madhyamaka sdstras 
themselves expound the non-arising ( anutpada ) nature of all dharmas. 
Consider for instance the following verse, 

GK IV.93: All dharmas indeed are quiescent from the very’beginning 
(iadisdnta ). By their very nature they are unoriginated, nirvanic, homo¬ 
genous, non-separate, fearless, and unoriginated sameness. 

It is inconceivable that verses such as the above could have been 
composed without some acquaintance with this central Mahayana 
theme. 

It is widely known that the notion of “ svabhdva^ otherwise 
known as “own (or self) nature,” “own being,”/‘intrinsic nature” etc. 
is of supreme importance for Nagarjuna’s exposition of simyata. The 
actual term and its related notions (i.e. nihsvabhava) occur in thirty- 
four of the verses in the MulaMadhyamakakdrikd , but the notion itself 
constitutes the main point of focus of the Nagarjunian critique. It is 
because of this that emptiness {simyata) is often said to be synonymous 
with the quality of lacking an intrinsic-nature {nihsvabhavata). It is 
almost universally accepted that the GK has been influenced, at least 
in terms of his argumentation, by the philosophy of Nagarjuna. 
However, no one, to my knowledge, has attempted to delineate the 
relationship between these two thinkers in terms of their respective 
attitudes towards the question of “intrinsic nature.” This is surprising 
given that Nagarjuna was the philosopher primarily responsible for 
replacing the traditional dtman—anatman debate of the Vedantic and 
Buddhist traditions with the wider notions of svabhdva—nihsvabhava 
and that, in so doing, he provided a new philosophical framework 
within which the debate could be structured. 

The movement from the debate about “self” to one of “intrinsic 
nature” shifts the angle of the Buddhist critique from the Abhidharma 
denial of a personal self (pudgala nairdtmya ), to the Madhyamaka 
denial of self pertaining to all factors {dharma nairdtmya). The author 
of the GK, as a post-Nagarjunian thinker, as a potential crypto-Buddhist 
and as a philosopher quite clearly steeped in (and indeed deeply 
influenced by) Mahayana arguments, surely must have taken the 
svabhdva—nihsvabhava debate very seriously indeed. All four of the 
prakaranas of the Gaudapadiya-kdrika address the problem of 
“intrinsic nature” or “own being.” 3 Of the four, the last has by far the 
most references to svabhdva and its related notions. This is hardly 
surprising given that the fourth prakarana has the most overtly 
Buddhist tone to it, and constitutes virtually half of the entire text. 



90 


Early Advaita Vedanta and Buddhism 


The Ahhidharma Context of Non-Origination (Ajativada) 


91 


Nevertheless, the more “Vedantic” prakaranas do not ignore the 
notion. In its critique of “creation” theories, the first prakarana 
concludes in karika nine that 


bhogartham srstir ity anye kridartham iti capare, devasyaisa svabhavo 
’yam dptakamasya kd sprha. 

Creation [is] for the sake of enjoyment (or experience)—so say some. 
Others say it is for the sake of sport. This again is the lordly nature of 
the divine for what desire is there for the one who has obtained all 
wishes? 

Svabhava then, must be used in some sense in Gaudapadian thought 
in an attempt to establish the doctrine of non-origination ( ajativada ). 
To see how this is achieved we must first understand the notion of 
svabhava itself. Verses 7-10 of the fourth prakarana are a discussion 
of this very issue. Thus, karika 9 states that: 

samsiddhiki svabhdviki sahajapy akrta ca yd, prakrtih seti vijheya 
svabhavam na jahati yd. 

That should be known as nature which is permanently established, 
intrinsic, innate, not produced, [and] that which does not abandon its 
own nature. 

This sets the tone for a proper evaluation of the notion of svabhava, 
it is that which is “intrinsic” to a thing. In this context the term is 
virtually synonymous with svalaksana (own characteristic) since it is 
the svabhava of a thing which demarcates it from all other things. The 
notion then is philosophically linked to the epistemological question 
of how one differentiates between one factor and another. It is hardly 
surprising, then, that an early text of the Advaita Vedanta school should 
find the problem of svabhava so interesting, given that advaita-vdda 
is a basic denial of differences. It is clear that the primary connotation 
of svabhava is “characteristic mark” or “essential” nature. It is this 
“essence” which is disputed by Nagarjuna and the Madhyamaka school. 

Thus, to fully understand the nature of Gaudapadian Advaita and 
its historical significance requires a grasp of those Mahayana philo¬ 
sophical ideas to which the text is itself indebted. Equally one cannot 
hope to appreciate the innovatory aspects of the GK unless one is aware 
of the extent of that debt. This will become clearer when we compare 
the doctrines of the GK with those of the Mahayana schools. First, 
however, it is necessary to provide some background analysis of the 
relevant features of Buddhist philosophy on and in their own terms. 


The Sarvastivada Abhidharma 

The Abhidharma texts, constituting one of the three categories of 
the Tripitaka (the other two being the Sutra pitaka, and the Vinaya 
pitaka ) appears to have developed from Mdtrkds (Pali : matikd ), 
numerical and nmemonic lists, that appear to have served as headings 
for doctrinal considerations. 4 These early lists constituted an attempt 
to formulate a compact abridgement of the Buddha’s fundamental ideas, 
as found in the various dialogues of the sutras . 5 

The schism that resulted in the emergence of the Sarvastivada as 
a separate Buddhist school seems to have occurred during Asoka’s reign, 
probably between 244 and 237 BCE (the latter being the year of Asoka’s 
“Schism Edict”). Most authorities accept that the split from the 
Vibhajyavadins was made official at the Council of Pataliputra, called 
during the seventeenth year of Asoka’s reign. 6 Andre Bareau sees this 
council as the one that separated the Sarvastivada from the Theravada. 7 
The Theravada do not record this event as a schism, referring to it as 
the expulsion of non-Buddhists from the community. This attitude 
perhaps reflects the Theravada’s awareness of the similarities between 
the Sarvastivada, Vaisesika, and Samkhya lists of “ultimates” (< dharmas , 
gunas, and tattvas respectively), and a firm belief that the eternality 
of these ultimates contravened the basic Buddhist doctrines of no-self 
and universal impermanence. That the group expelled was the 
Sarvastivada school (or at least an early precursor of it), is clear from 
the Kathavatthu , the traditional Theravada record of that council, 
which refers to the disputants as “Sabbathivadins. 

Those who opposed the Sarvastivada were called the 
Vibhajyavadins, “those who make distinctions.” The question of the 
historical relationship between this movement and the latter-day 
Sinhalese Buddhists (Theravadins) is still a matter of considerable 
dispute; nevertheless, the name need not denote a particular school, 
and may simply highlight a specific attitude. The tenets of the 
Sarvastivada appear to have developed as an attempt to distinguis. 
themselves from the Vibhajyas. The council records the affair “as the 
expulsion of persons who were not Buddhists, followers of other sects 
who had joined the favored community. They were expelled not for 
reasons of discipline but for holding false (non-Buddhist) opinions 
about metaphysical questions.” 8 Interestingly, both schools maintain that 
Majjhantika (Sanskrit/Sarvastivada : Madhyantika) as the propagator of 
Buddhism in India (their own particular form of Buddhism, of course)! 

From approximately 200 BCE onwards, the Sarvastivada became 
the dominant Sanskrit, non-Mahayana Buddhist tradition on the Indian 
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subcontinent. 9 The Sarvastivada became active in Mathura, Gandhara, 
Kashmir, Kashgar, Udyana, the Northern frontier, Kanoj, Rajagrha, 
Persia, parts of East India, Sumatra, Java, Champa, and Cochin China. 19 
This dominance reached such a height that whenever later writers refer 
to the Abhidharma, they invariably mean the Sarvastivada (or more 
specifically the Vaibhasikas). 

In Kashmir, the Sarvastivada became elaborated in a system known as 
the Vaibhasika. The texts so established were: 

1. Jhanaprasthana, attributed to Arya Katyayanlputra. This is the 
major “body” of Sarvastivada ideas (. sarira ), of which the 
remaining six (numbers 2-7), are the feet ( pddd ) or appendages. 

2. Prakaranapada, attributed to Sthavira Vasumitra. 

3- Vijhdnakaya, attributed to Sthavira-Devasarma. 

4. Dharmaskandha , attributed to Arya Sariputra. 

5. Prajndptisastra, attributed to Arya Maudgalyayana. 

6. Dhatukaya , attributed to Purna. 

7. Sahgitiparydya , attributed to Maha Kausthila. 

Warder and Takakusu place their composition c. 200 BCE. 11 Dutt defers 
judgement and gives dates of translation into Chinese, 12 which range 
from the fourth to the eleventh century CE. 1 * Finally, we have the 
composition of the Mahavibhasa , the “Book of Great Options,” a huge 
commentary on the Jhanaprasthana and the culmination of 
Sarvastivada philosophy. Compiled around 200 CE, by five hundred 
arhats in Kashmir, 14 the Vibhasa accepts Vasumitra’s theory that the 
difference between past, present, and future events lies in their causal 
efficacy. Past and future dharmas can only be apprehended by mental 
consciousness, while dharmas in the present have complete efficacy, 
being graspable by the appropriate sense-consciousness. The 
Sarvastivada became more and more associated with the school that 
took its name from this voluminous text, the Vaibhasika. The pre¬ 
dominance of the Kashmirian Sarvastivada reached such heights that, 
as Murti notes “the only Hinayana Abhidharma Pitaka which we can 
prove to be known to the Buddhists of North India was that of the 
Sarvastivadins.’ ’ 15 

The Sarvastivadins derive canonical evidence for their realist 
interpretation of the Abhidharmic analysis of experience (“ sarva asti,” 
all [dharmas] exist,) from declarations attributed to the Buddha in such 
texts as the Mahaniddesa. Here, in a discussion with the Afivakas, the 
Buddha declares that “everything exists.” When pressed as to his 


meaning, the Buddha states that the “twelve ayatanas exist.” This, of 
course, is precisely what the Sarvastivadins implied in their own 
distinctive formulation of the Buddha’s message, 16 and is not to be found 
in the Pali canon. The import of this text differs radically from such 
texts as the Culasuhhatasutta where insight into the six sense-fields 
is said to bring about a realization of emptiness (, suhhata ). 

Murti notes that, 

In the Dhammasahgani and other treatises we are treated to interminable 
lists and classifications of dharmas undertaken mostly from the ethical 
point of view. The underlying metaphysical principles are hardly stressed; 
they can be elicited only by implication. There is little attempt at argument 
and no a priori deduction of the categories is made. 17 

In fact, we find that in the Dhammasahgani several lists of dhammas 
remain incomplete and end by stating “and whatever others occur.” 
This suggests that the original purpose of this text was not to establish 
a strict ontological classification of “ultimates.” Murti, however, believes 
that this and other texts uphold a pluralistic realism. 18 Even today, there 
is still dispute among Theravadins as to whether the lists are ontological 
or not. The widespread use of abhidharmas in different schools may 
perhaps point to their underlying ontological neutrality or at least their 
open-endedness. 

That the Abhidharma is basically soteriological in motive is 
established by Vasubandhu in his Abhidharmakosp , which is widely 
regarded as the authoritative account of the Sanskrit Abhidharma 
tradition. Thus, in Ko'sa 1.3 it states that: 

Whereas the world erroneously falls into the flood of becoming by reason 
of defilement (kiesa), and, whereas there is no access to the taming of 
defilement, without the discernment of dharmas , therefore for the 
purpose of discerning the dharmas it is said that the Abhidharma was 
declared by the teacher (The Buddha). 19 

Thus, one can see that the primary motivation behind Buddhist 
scholasticism is soteriological. In this context, this refers primarily to 
the idea of the “purification” of the mind or “life-stream” 

(cittasamtdna ) resulting in its subsequent “blowing out” ( nirvrti ) with 
the attainment of nirvana. This goal is strived for through the practice 
of the discernment (pravicaya) of the ultimate constituents of 
experience (dharmas), which itself is dependent upon the cultivation 
of meditative insight ( vipasyana/prajha ). 
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The preoccupation with final and complete classification meant 
that, as the Abhidharma schools developed, no door could be left 
unopened in the quest for universal applicability. Thus, one of the 
specific features of Abhidharmic lists is precisely their comprehensive¬ 
ness. This is at once both their redeeming feature (being applicable to 
the entirety of human and non-human experience), and the source of 
the utmost frustration (being interminably long-winded and hair- 
splittingly fastidious). It is precisely the comprehensiveness of the 
Abhidharmic lists that made it possible for the Abhidharmic schools 
to claim that their conceptual system was as close as one could get to 
an ultimate description of experience, since it could be argued that all 
possible cases were included within it. This may account for the 
category known as cittaviprayuktasamskara, which denotes those 
dharmic compounds that are not experienced by consciousness (and 
so are by definition outside of our experience). The claim to universality 
was probably the primary factor in the Sarvastivada claim that these 
dharmas were ultimate and irreducible elements of our experience. 

The Sarvastivada seem to have caused the schism resulting from 
the Pataliputra council by arguing that past, present, and future events 
are real. Though momentary in the present, dharmas have a real, 
durable essence ( svabhava ). The problem for the Sarvastivada was how 
to reconcile this notion to the Buddhist doctrine of impermanence 
(anitya ). This necessitated the development of the notion of ‘ ‘ prapti ’ ’ 
or possession. This is an essentially impersonal force which holds an 
element within a given stream of consciousness. The attainment of 
nirvana , an asamskrta dharma, was also understood in this manner, 
being the influence of insight (prajha ) during the following of the path. 
“Where there is no cognition of it (i.e. nirvana) dharmas arise; where 
there is [cognition] they absolutely do not arise.’ ’ 20 Notice that nirvana 
is here expressed in contradistinction to “ dharma ,” an important 
“confusion” which allows for the Sarvastivada to circumvent some of 
the problems of the “ sarva anatmah dharmah” formula. 

Ontological theorizing, however, is by no means absent from the 
texts of the Theravada school. Here there is also the utilization of the 
doctrine of svabhava. This is certainly a late notion, not found in their 
Abhidharma pitaka, in which, unlike the Sarvastivada, the question 
of ontological status remains a moot point. “ Sabhava ” (Sanskrit : 
svabhava) appears in the post-canonical Petakopadesa, which is 
concerned mainly with scholastic methodology. The cause is the 
svabhava of a thing and the condition is the parabhava (other-nature) 
of it. Warder, however, suggests that this is rather a casual reference. 21 
Nevertheless, it is developed explicitly in the Patisambhidhamagga, 


which forms a supplement to the Vibhahga and may be regarded as 
a record of discussions with the Sarvastivada. Here it says that “a 
dharmas svabhava is its individual essence.” The commentarial 
literature is unequivocal, yet appears to represent quite old compositions 
(c. first century BCE to first century CE, and said by the Theravadins 
to be based upon commentaries brought to Sri Lanka, when Buddhism 
arrived c. 240 BCE). 

The Atthasalini defines dhammas in the following manner (II. 10): 

attanopana sabhavam dharenti ti dhamma, dhariyanti va paccayehi, 
dhariyanti va yathasabhavato ti dhamma. 

Dharmas bear their intrinsic nature, or they are supported by conditions, 
or they are supported according to their intrinsic nature. 22 

The practice of insight itself came to be seen as penetration into the 
svabhava of dharmas. In the Pali formulations, svabhava (sabhava) 
was elucidated with regard to the momentariness of dharmas. Despite 
their evanescence, dharmas were real entities each defined by their 
own characteristics (svalaksana). The development of the notion of 
svabhava displays a movement beyond that of the original Abhidharma 
formulations, that nevertheless paved the way for these developments 
in their quest for scholastic precision and meditative appropriateness. 

It should be noted in passing that a dharmic analysis of conventional 
“entities” need not imply any existent or ontologically real “ultimate.” 
One could conceive of an abhidharma system which “reduced away” 
the need for any attribution of an ontological substantiality to the 
“given.” Certainly, this was the case in the Mahayana understanding 
of the notion of ‘'dharma'.' Thus, for instance, Asahga argues that the 
developed Abhidharma categories of the HInayana schools are 
illegitimate in an ultimate sense,while at the same time accepting the 
given as “present” (though not existent in any recognizable sense of 
the term, i.e., as an independent, self-subsisting entity). This may well 
have been the early understanding of “ dharma ” in pre-scholastic 
Buddhism., (i.e. before the formation of the Sarvastivada etc. views 
about dharmas). However, the precise nature of early Buddhist 
doctrines is outside the scope of this study, and so cannot be dealt with 
here. 

Piatigorsky argues that the denial of the applicability of the notions 
of “being” ( bhava ) and “non-being” (abhava) to dharmas is in fact 
a feature of the ‘ Abhidharma,’ ’ (although what precisely ‘ Abhidharma’ ’ 
denotes for Piatigorsky is unclear). Thus, 
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dharmas cannot be, but are what and as they are (i.e., in the sense of 
yathabhutatd).. . .Therefore, in the sense of “being” in general, dharmas 
are not, while in the sense of their own being they cannot be classified 
even into samskrta and asamskrta , being, in feet, the same. Their 
classification is very conventional and relative, that is, they may be 
classified in one way or another, but always with intimation that in 
classifying them one always thinks or meditates on them as related to 
something which, at this given moment at least, is not a dharma, or,. . . is 
not a “dharmic object.” 24 

It seems appropriate at this point to note a distinction between two 
uses of the verb “to be,” found in both ordinary and philosophical 
discourse, that is the distinction between predicative and existential 
usage. In most cases of course, the existential “is,” (x exists), is implicitly 
assumed in predicative usages of the verb “to be” (x is blue). This is 
the “ontologically affirming” or reifying nature of language, frequently 
decried by Buddhists (of varying persuasions). Buddhism in general has 
shown a marked tendency to deny the validity of the existential or 
ontological function of language, de-constructing many of the “entities” 
believed to be ultimately existing, linguistic referents. In the “process- 
dynamism” of the Abhidharma, dharmas cannot strictly speaking be 
said to “exist” in the usual ontological/existential and “common-sense’ ’ 
meaning of the term, that is, in the conventional sense of the 
“existence” of tables and chairs etc. For the Abhidharmist, all such 
“entities” are conglomerations ( sahghata ) of various evanescent 
dharmas , which, appearing and then disappearing in quick succession, 
create the illusion of a permanent and singular entity (cf. GK III. 3). 
Such existence is secondary, being based upon conceptual and linguistic 
forms ( prajhaptisat ). The “existential” function of language is a subtle 
confutation of meaning, showing, as the Buddhists argue, that language 
is bound up within an “ontologically-affirming” frame of reference. 
The Buddhist sees this as the false-attribution of svabhava to an empty 
(simya ) and ego-less ( anatma ) ‘ ‘entity.’ ’ It is this that Venkata Ramanan 
aptly calls the “fallacy of misplaced absolutism” ( sasvabhava-vdda ). 25 

As a result of the confusion of existential and predicative uses of 
the verb “to be,” terms such as “ yathabhuta ” (“things as they are”), 
are often misconstrued as evidence of Buddhist “realism,” or, to put 
it another way, such terms are often taken to show that Buddhism 
affirms the existence of some “ultimate reality” or absolute behind 
appearances. This is a misleading approach, since Buddhist philosophy 
is grounded in the conception of process without a processed or a 
processor. With such a conception, conventional language is often 


misleading and should not be relied upon in the context of the “true 
nature of things.” One should note that terms such as “ yathabhuta ” 
are primarily used descriptively, that is they pinpoint the ‘ ‘true nature 
of things without necessarily making ontological assertions about the 
existence of those things.” It is clear that the “predicative” usage of 
“ bhiita ” is the primary usage of this term in such a context, and (in 
the context of Mahayana philosophy) the only usage of the term. It 
does not necessarily imply any form of substantial real. 26 

Broadly speaking, the refusal to become embroiled in an ontological 
debate is the position of the various Mahayana schools in general, and 
the Madhyamaka in particular. The Mahayana utilized the Sarvastivada 
Abhidharma in their own literature but criticized the Saryastivadins for 
their attachment to these same categories as ultimate. Consequently, 
for the Mahayana schools, no doctrinal formulation is acceptable in 
the ultimate sense (paramartha ), the Mahayanist having no statement 
( pratijhd ) to put forward, or view to establish (drsti , siddhanta). Thus, 
the Madhyamika walks the tightrope of a middle path in that he or she 
refuses to accept the non-existence of the “given” that constitutes our 
experiences, while at the same time disputing the ontological status 
that is ascribed to that given.’ ’ As we shall see, this is also fundamentally 
the position of the classical Yogacarin, (the main dispute between the 
schools being the problem of accounting for the peculiar status of the 
given ). This is also the import of the Prajnaparamita statements which 
state that: “form is emptiness, and emptiness is form.” 

MahSyana Buddhist philosophy rejects the entire system of 
ontological bi-polarity that exhibits itself in all discursive activities; 
language is ontologically affirming,” whereas for the Mahayanist no 
thing can be said “to exist,” nor “to not exist.” Thus, we find 
Nagarjuna stating that one should neither proclaim the empty {simya) 
nor the non-empty {asitnya). 27 This idea was developed by the 
Yogacarins, who argued that both poles of the debate are hopelessly 
entangled in misleading ontological categories and the inherent 
problems of attribution ( samdropa ) and negation (apavdda) that 
exhibit a necessary function and quality of language. One can only 
speculate as to the similarities between this and the perspectives of the 
early Abhidharmists. Certainly the “sabbe dhamma anatta" formula 
is an archaic one, and the possibility remains that some early Buddhists 
may have understood this in the sense that it is utilized by the Mahayana. 

It would have been remarkable indeed if all early Buddhists had 
generally understood the formula exclusively in terms of the 
Sarvastivada perspective, that upholds the ontological reality of 
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dharmas. Piatigorsky suggests that the early Abhidharma theories are 
neither ontological nor epistemological. 

It would be an utter mistake to say that the Buddhist Masters of old 
conceived the world as being or consisting of dharmas.. . .There was 
neither a dharmic ontology, or a mere dharmic epistemology 
there.. . .dharmas do not carry any information about the world or the 
psychology of men, because dharmas are not specific. On the contrary, 
they are as unspecific as one could imagine. 28 

Moreover, he suggests that it is only in the late and modern 
Abhidharma, despite the protestations of some modern Theravada 
scholars that dharmas take on a specifically ontological rather than 
purely psychological aspect. 2 ? With respect to the Theravada attitude 
towards the dharmas , Etienne Lamotte maintains that, 

The Theravadins did not expatiate upon the transcendental nature of a 
dharma. They accepted the fact as it was presented to them, without 
attempting to seek further, or dispute the degree of its reality, .the 
Theravadins confined themselves to distinctions which earned them, 
among others, the epithet of Vibhajyavadins. 30 

However, it would seem that there was no definitive Theravada position 
as to whether the dharma -categories were ontological or not, and 
Guenther notes 31 that among the definitive works of this school, 
Buddhaghosa accepts the existence-theory of the Sarvastivadins, 32 while 
the author of the AtthdsalinI clearly endorses the Sautrantika 
understanding of asamskrta as non-existence (« abhdva ). 33 

The notion of svabhava is central to the Sarvastivada conception 
of a dharma. It is this notion which comes under such stringent attack 
in Mahayana scholastic works because of its perceived eternalist or 
absolutistic consequences. As we shall see in the fourth prakaratja of 
the GaudapadTya-karika the notion of svabhava is utilized in an 
attempt to reconcile Mahayana philosophy with the Vedantic absolutism 
of the author. 


The Nature of Samskrta and Asamskrta Dharmas 

As we have seen, for the Sarvastivada dharmas are the ultimate, 
substantial constituents of reality (paramdrtha/dravya sat). In total, 
the Sarvastivada accepts the existence of seventy-five of these 
“ultimate” categories. Three of these ultimates are asamskrta— 
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uncompounded or unconditioned, i.e., space and two forms of 
liberation. Akasa is asamskrta because it is unchanged by the 
modifications occurring within it, and also because it is the locus for 
the manifestation of the seventy-two samskrta dharmas. The other two 
asamskrta dharmas—apratisamkhyd nirodha (the cessation of 
samskrta dharmas not through discriminative knowledge), and 
pratisamkhyd nirodha (the cessation of samskrta dharmas through 
discriminative knowledge) denote two forms of cessation, the former 
based upon the non-occurrence of causal factors leading to its 
manifestation, and the latter on the cessation of formative forces 
(samskaras) through the exercise of discriminative knowledge. 
Apratisamkhydnirodha, for instance, denotes the cessation of a 
formation due to the non-occurrence of the factors causing its 
manifestation. Takasaki argues that: 

It is beyond our powers of conception to visualize such a situation in 
concrete terms, but it is at least theoretically conceivable, and that being 
the case, it was probably felt necessary to add it to the list of elements. 
Generally speaking, although the theories of the Sarvastivadins and the 
doctrines of the Abhidharmakosabhasya did have their origins in the 
sphere of spiritual cultivation, practice and experience, there was a strong 
tendency-to give priority to theoretical consistency. That is why this 
school of thought became transformed into an abstruse and complex body 
of speculative doctrine. 34 

The scholastic precision with which these dharmic lists were drawn 
up is plain to see. The remaining seventy-two dharmas are all 
compounded {samskrta). As such they are causally conditioned, non¬ 
eternal {anitya), momentary {ksanika), mundane {laukika), and 
predominantly impure ( asrava ). These compounded factors are often 
classified in terms of further categories, for example as the five 
skandhas, the twelve dyatanas (“bases of cognition”), or the eighteen 
dhdtus (element-groups—the six sensory-organs, their corresponding 
sense-objects, and the consciousnesses of each). In contradistinction 
to the compounded factors, asamskrta dharma are unchanging, eternal 
(nitya ), and always pure ( anasrava ). 

The more radical ramifications of the Sarvastivada position were 
somewhat circumvented by the schools tendency to conflate ‘ dharma ” 
with samskara ( formative force”) and ‘'samskrta” (compounded), 
which nevertheless constitutes a wholly different level of “existence” 

(prajhapti sat), being a momentary compound and thus, capable of 
further reduction. This, of course, allowed the Sarvastivadin to argue 
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that all dharmas (in fact, all samskrta dharmas) are impermanent. 
Piatigorsky makes the following illuminating distinctions between 
“ dharmd > ’ (“constituent element”), and “ samskdra (formative force): 

If then we try to conceive all dharmas as separate and of all things as 
complex or composite, we will clearly see that each individual object 
has its existence which is dharmic, and its individuality which is 
samskaric,. . .Therefore, when we read here about the separateness of 
objects we must understand it as the secondary separateness, i.e. derived 
from that of dharmas which are discrete par excellence,... it is dharmas 
that cause objects to be dharmic, but it is samskaras that cause the very 
existence of objects.. . . samskaras do not have their own existence, while 
dharmas do have it, though only with respect to and in comparison [to] 
objects. 35 

Dharmas are said to come in and out of being insofar as they 
have the power {karanasakti) or causal functionality to manifest in a 
given formation {samskdra). Formations are, of course, momentary 
{ksanika) and impermanent (i unity a ), yet the dharmas that make up 
these compounds are ultimate (paramartha/dravya sat) and forever 
possess their own-dharmic-nature {svabhava). The Sarvastivadins 
maintain that this does not subvert the notion of impermanence since 
the manifestation and causal functionality of dharmas (in formations) 
are momentary; this of course is their understanding of the formula 
“all formations are impermanent” (not all dharmas)\ Dharmas in 
themselves possess a svabhava and hence an ultimately immutable 
nature. The distinction between the impermanence of a samskrta 
dharma and the immutability of its own-nature {svabhava) is an aspect 
of Sarvastivada philosophy that has often been overlooked. The 
significance of the possessive nature of the statement—that all dharmas 
have an own-nature ( sasvabhdva ), rather than are an own-nature is an 
important point to note. 

The svabhavic quality of a dharma is immutable in the sense that 
it refers to the “tenseless” or atemporal “persistence” of that dharma 
in distinction to the temporal manifestation of that same dharma in 
a functional or causal setting (in a formation or samskdra ). This 
atemporality establishes the impossibility of change since something 
that is outside the temporal field cannot be subject to the fluctuating 
conditions of its passage. There are similarities that can be drawn 
between this “two tier” system of existence (temporal, i.e. causally 
functional, and atemporal, i.e. “essential” {svabhava) and the 
philosophy of time propounded by the philosopher James McTaggart, 


but discussion of this would be beyond the scope of this work. For 
the Sarvastivadins, dharmas are impermanent in their manifestation, 
but not in their own-natures {svabhava), which exist throughout the 
three temporal spheres of past, present, and future. This philosophical 
position was developed by the Sarvastivadins to account for the 
problem of the time lapse between action and its karmic fruition. Thus, 
dharmas persist in potentia in the intervening spatio-temporal gulf 
between cause and effect. This view was also necessitated by the 
Sarvastivada insistence upon the ultimate and substantial existence 
{dravya sat) of these dharmas as ultimate realities; these dharmas were, 
strictly speaking, beyond causal conditions. 

Moreover, not only is change impossible for an asamskrta dharma , 
the same can also be said for a samskrta dharma (or samskdra) since 
it is momentary {ksanika) and therefore cannot “persist” through a 
change in quality. Thus, in the Abhidharmakosa the Vaibhasikas 
(Sarvastivadins) argue that motion is not possible for a compounded 
thing since all compounded things are momentary. A compounded 
thing cannot undergo alteration {anyathlbhuta), since loss of character 
is not valid for a momentary state and would in fact amount to the 
arising of a new and different state. Thus, Vasubandhu notes in 
Abhidharmakosabhasya IV.2 that: 

Since all that is compounded does not exist after it has attained identity, 
it is destroyed in the same place where it was produced. Transference 
to another place {desantarasamkrantih) is not valid for it. 36 

According to the Buddhist doctrine of selflessness {anatma-vdda), 
a given object (x) cannot continue to “persist” if there is a change in 
any of its qualities. The reason for this is, of course, that a change in 
quality would mean that x would no longer be identifiable as itself. 
Rather what we perceive as the single, persisting object x is in reality 
a series of similar, but nevertheless discrete dharmas , which may be 
appropriately denoted x 1 , x 2 , x 3 , x 4 , etc. according to their sequence 
in temporal succession. It is interesting to note that, despite the 
“realism” of the Sarvastivada Abhidharma, the “ andtma ” analysis of 
change actually disposes of the realist distinction between “things” 
(the “bearers” of properties) and “properties” (that which “inheres” 
within a “thing”). The dharmic analysis of the world from this 
perspective is explainable in terms of a pure stream of qualia or 
“percepts” and involves no ontological attribution whatsover, based 
as it is Upon the notion ol “qualities” without a “qualified.” Thus, as 
Anacker notes, 
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A change in characteristic is always a change in things : there are in fact 
no underlying entities which have characteristics—there is only whatever 
is presented to the consciousnesses themselves. 37 

Consequently, one must draw the conclusion that the Buddhist de- 
construction of everyday objects into final, immutable, and wholly 
discrete moments, has in effect completely eradicated the notion of 
“change” as we commonly understand it. Compounded dharmas are 
only momentary and so cannot undergo change (since on this view 
change is the destruction of one moment and the arising of the next); 
uncompounded dharmas also cannot undergo change since the very 
notion of “asamskrta” implies permanence (nitya) and immutability 
(na anyathabhdva). It is the inapplicability of the notion of “change” 
that is pounced upon so decisively by the Madhyamikas and by the 
author of the GK, following the lead established by Nagarjuna in his 
MMK and other works (see chapter 4 ). 

The Abhidharmakosa of Vasubandhu is the definitive statement 
of the Vaibhasika position. Ko'sa V.25ab puts forward a summation of 
four arguments which together constitute the main thrust of the 
Sarvastivada position. 

sarvakalastita, uktatvad dvayat sadvisayat phalat 

[Dharmas] exist at all times because 

1. it is said so (by the Buddha?) 

2 [consciousness ( vijhana ) arises] out of the duality [of sense-organ and 
sense-object], 

3. [consciousness] takes an existing thing as its object, 

4. [past actions] have a result. 

The first argument can be interpreted in two ways. First, it may be an 
argument that dharmas exists because one can refer to them in speech 
(i uktatva ). Alternatively, the verse may be suggesting that dharmas exist 
because the Buddha says so. On this interpretation it is not, strictly 
speaking, a philosophical argument, but is based upon the acceptance 
of the authority of the canonical texts as authentic records of the 
Buddha’s teachings. The second argument bases itself upon the realist 
assumption that consciousness depends upon a substratum ( a'sraya ), 
and an objective-support ( dlambana)). If this were not so, argues the 
Sarvastivadin, what would be the need of the two in the first piace? 
Equally there could be no nirvana, for consciousness would always 
arise there being no objective means to differentiate between perception 
and non-perception. The third argument is closely connected to the 


second and presupposes an intentional view of consciousness, i.e. the 
idea that consciousness must be a consciousness of something (which 
is then also assumed to be existent). Thus, Abhidharmakosabhdsya V.25 
states that: 

Consciousness arises if a sense-object exists, and not otherwise. If past 
and future times did not exist then consciousness would have a non¬ 
existent objective-support. Thus, consciousness would not exist owing 
to the non-existence of its objective-support... If the past does not exist 
then how could there be the future fruition of good and bad actions? 

In fact, at the time that the effect arises the present cause of its fruition 
does not exist. For these reasons, the Vaibhasikas maintain that the past 
and the future exist. 38 

Sarvastivada reasoning runs along the following lines: Conscious¬ 
ness is so called because it is conscious of an object ( vijheyd)-, if there 
were no object there could be no consciousness. If there is conscious¬ 
ness of a non-existent, how can you say that it is conscious of anything 
at all (the “intentional” view of consciousness)? Again if one could be 
conscious of a non-existent one would be unable to doubt it since doubt 
can only arise when there is an object of knowledge (jheya ). The 
bottom-line for the Sarvastivadin is the belief that knowledge pre¬ 
supposes existence, since you cannot have knowledge of nothing (that 
is, something that does not exist). Thus, as Williams notes, 

Philosophically the Sarvastivada doctrine was essentially built on the 
intentionality of consciousness, the theory that all consciousness must 
be conscious of something, combined with the apriori assumption that 
therefore the intentional object must exist . 39 

The fourth and final argument for the Sarvastivada position, as 
outlined in Abhidharmakosa V.25ab, concerns the possibility of 
explaining the karmic process. For the Sarvastivadin the continued 
existence of a dharma, albeit in a state of latency or potentiality was 
required to account for the temporal gulf between action and fruition. 
Past actions have a result in the present and in the future—therefore 
those dharmas must in some sense “be” (in a latent and non¬ 
functioning form). This argument was attacked by Vasubandhu, who 
argues, from the Sautrantika point of view, that to exist is to be causally 
efficient {karanabhdva, sakti ). For Vasubandhu, then, to “exist” is to 
function, thus, a dharma cannot be said to exist outside its own 
phenomenal manifestation. Karman is explained in terms of the 
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transformation of a given consciousness stream rather than as the 
actualization of an existent but previously latent cause. 

The Mahayana attacks the Sarvastivada from the same point of view, 
i.e. that you cannot extrapolate a dharma ’s existence beyond the realms 
of its functional given-ness (j vastumatra ). This position, ostensibly 
deriving from the Sautrantika critique, is extended further to refer even 
to the “present" existence of a dharma , which is still accepted by the 
Sautrantika school. For the Mahayana critic of the Sarvastivada, the 
latter’s view involves the hypostatization of dharmas, which may be 
said to be causally efficient but not substantially existent. To argue 
contrary to this (as the Sarvastivada and the Sautrantika schools do) 
is, according to the Mahayana, to extrapolate a dharma’s given-ness 
(its "dharma- ness" if you like) beyond the parameters of its own 
evanescent and experiential manifestation. 

The Sautrantika Position; Asamskrta-Nairdtmya 

It is clear that the development of the Sarvastivada philosophy 
would inevitably precipitate a reaction to the ultimate finality of their 
dharmic classification. The two main centres of Sarvastivada doctrine 
were at Kashmir and Gandhara. The former, as we have seen, became 
known as the Vaibhasikas. The Sarvastivadins at Gandhara, however, 
were the more progressive, and it is from here that the Sautrantikas 
appear to have developed initially as a splinter group of the 
Sarvastivada. Warder refers to the Samuktdbhidharmahrdaya , a text 
compiled by Dharmatrata some time after 50 CE, which denies ultimate 
status to many of the dharmas then being proclaimed by the 
Sarvastivada school. 40 He regards “this assembly as that which rejected 
the Sautrantika revisions, as a result of which the revisionists formed 
themselves into a new schismatic school." 41 At this council, the 
particular explanation of “ sarvastf ’ attributed to Vasumitra (II) was 
accepted by the Sarvastivada, and systematized in the Mahdvibhasa. 
Henceforth, all Buddhists who accepted the authority of this text were 
called the Vaibhasikas, which became the epithet of orthodox 
Sarvastivada as it established itself in Kashmir, which subsequently 
became the undisputed centre of Sarvastivada thought. 

The Sautrantikas denied primary existence ( dravya sat) to many 
of the dharmas postulated in the Sarvastivada’s Abhidharmic 
classification. The cittaviprayuktasamskdras , apparently first 
formulated in Vasumitra’s Prakaranapada , was one such refuted 
category. For the Sautrantikas this was a designation {prajhapti ), having 
no reality as a substance {dravya). The same opinion was held with 


The Abhidharma Context of Non-Origination (Ajativada^ 105 

regard to the existence of past and future dharmas , for the simple reason 
that these dharmas have either ceased to be or are yet to arise. The 
main reason why these dharmas had originally been postulated as 
existents by the Sarvastivada scholars was in an attempt to explain causal 
continuity between an action at one moment and its subsequent fruition 
at a later date. This was deemed necessary not only to safeguard 
Buddhist ethical philosophy but also the concept of causality itself. It 
can be seen as an early attempt by Buddhist scholastics to come to terms 
with the idea of different “types" of existence. The Sautrantikas also 
attacked the legitimacy of the avijhdptirupa , the cittaviprayukta- 
samskdra, and the rupaviprayuktasamskara categories, as well as the 
Vaibhasika interpretation of shape {samsthana) as a substantial entity 
{dravya sat). 

As the name of the school suggests, the Sautrantikas accepted the 
sutras (or rather in this case the Sanskrit Agamas) as their ultimate 
authority. The Sautrantika did not deny the validity of abhidharma 
analysis, their point being that the Buddha’s own abhidharma can be 
found in the canonical Agamas themselves. The various Abhidharma 
texts of the Sarvastivadins and others, however, are not the authentic 
words of the Buddha. Thus, if the Abhidharma texts utilized terms that 
were not to be found in the agamas , then they were considered to be 
invalid. This did not mean that the Sautrantikas totally rejected the 
Sarvastivada abhidharmic analysis, far from it, the school in fact 
accepted much of the Vaibhasika dharmic classification (at least those 
aspects that they felt were legitimate elaborations of the Buddha’s 
teachings). This can be seen from Vasubandhu’s bhdsya on Abhid- 
harmakosa 1.3, that is written from the Sautrantika perspective. 

Whereas the world erroneously falls into the flood of becoming by reason 
of defilement {klesa), and, whereas there is no access to the taming of 
defilement, without the discernment of dharmas , therefore for the 
purpose of discerning the dharmas it is said that the Abhidharma was 
declared by the teacher (The Buddha). 42 

Vasubandhu (as a Sautrantika) does not deny 1.3 of the Kosa , 
accepting the necessity of a discernment of dharmas {dharma- 
pravicaya). However, where his commentary disagrees with the 
Vaibhasika position outlined in the Kosa is in his denial that this 
abhidharmic analysis was taught by the Buddha. Consequently, the 
Sautrantika does not accept the scholastic attempts to define these 
dharmas with any degree of finality. The Abhidharma is accepted, but 
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only insofar as it is grounded in the words of the Buddha, i.e. the 
Agamas , (whether these accurately reflect the words of the Buddha 
is another question altogether). 

While criticizing the postulation of various dharmas, Vasubandhu 
is in agreement with the Vaibhasika as to the general categories of 
dharmas into which substantial dharmas ( dravya ) can be classified, 
with the exception of the citta and rupaviprayuktasamskaras. 4i These 
last two categories include those dharmas called prapti and aprapti, 
“possession” and “non-possession.” These were postulated by the 
Vaibhasika to account for the presence of a non-functioning dharma 
in a given stream of consciousness in any given moment. The 
Vaibhasikas evidently felt that this was the only way in which they could 
account for the connection between successive thoughts, words and 
deeds, and their karmic consequences. Presence or absence of a given 
dharma is thus due to prapti or aprapti respectively. This also allowed 
the Vaibhasika to differentiate between an Arya and the average person 
( prthagjana ), since the Noble One has the praptis of certain natures 
resulting from meditative attainment, which the average person does 
not. These “possessions” however, cannot be connected with conscious 
thought processes (i.e. they must be cittaviprayukta) since when the 
Noble One is having mundane thoughts he is still distinguishable from 
the average person by virtue of his previous attainments. However, 
prapti and aprapti cannot be classified along with the rupasarrtskaras, 
since “possession” and “non-possession” are not material or formal 
in any respect, thus they are also rupaviprayukta. For the Vaibhasika 
prapti is the cause that originates ( utpattihetu ) specific natures in a 
given consciousness-stream and is also the cause which differentiates 
(vyavasthdhetu) the Noble One from the average person. 44 

Vasubandhu criticizes the postulation of prapti, arguing that 
differentiation between the two is merely the state of having destroyed 
or not destroyed the defilements. This is the characteristic feature of 
the Sautrantika’s dharmic taxonomy, being something of a critical 
abridgement of the Sarvastivada classification. Thus, for the Sautrantika 
nirvana is merely the name (prajhapti) for the non-existence (abhdva) 
or cessation ( nirodha ) of the samskrta dharmas and is not to be 
misconstrued as another entity. Dowling notes that, 

The tendency to reify or attribute substantial being to their theoretical 
entities is characteristic of the Vaibhasika school as it is portrayed in the 
Abhidharmakosa. A return to the more skeletal system of theoretical 
entities found in the canonical sutras characterizes the Sautrantika school 
as it is portrayed in the same text . 45 
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that the Sautrantika reaction to the Sarvastivada is one step closer to 
the dharma nairatmya of the Prajnaparamita sutras. Nevertheless, it 
is beyond the scope of this study to speculate about the relationship 
between Sautrantika ideas and the early Prajnaparamita movement. The 
vaipulya sutras of the developing Mahayana must have seemed 
scriptural “anathema” to the Sautrantikas who adhered closely to the 
canonical sutras in all matters (hence the school’s name). Warder has 
suggested that Nagarjuna, as author of the MMK, may not have been 
a Mahayana Buddhist. 49 Nevertheless, ideas that are traditionally seen 
as exclusively Mahayana (in this case dharma nairatmya) were not 
confined purely to the Mahayana schools. 50 

Our discussion of Abhidharma ideas has highlighted the centrality 
of the notions of dharma and svabhava to Indian Buddhist philosophy 
in the period preceding the composition of the Vedantic Gauda- 
padiya-karikd . The GK itself shows no evidence of direct influence 
from the Abhidharma schools of the Sautrantika and Sarvastivada. 
Nevertheless, it has been necessary to consider these schools since the 
GK frequently utilizes the terms dharma and svabhava and, as we shall 
see, bases its doctrine of non-origination on a particular understanding 
of these concepts. An appreciation of the meaning and importance of 
these terms, therefore, requires a consideration of the Abhidharma 
endeavor. However, one should not make the error of attributing a 
necessary and direct connection between Abhidharma and Gauda- 
padian thought. In the Gaudapddiya-kdrikd it is the Mahayana under¬ 
standing of these central terms which has been influential in the 
development of the Gaudapadian philosophical position. Thus, before 
we proceed further a brief consideration of the Mahayana use and 
understanding of the terms “ dharma ’ and “ svabhava ” is necessary. 

The Unique Particularity of Dharmas--A Mahayana Critique 

From a Mahayana perspective the Abhidharmic belief in the finality 
of its dharmic classification results in a number of philosophical 
problems, focusing mainly around the unique particularity of the 
dharmas as ultimate and irreducible factors of existence. In particular 
such a conception leads to the following problems: 

A. ultimate discreteness—the impossibility of continuity 

B. ultimate ineffability—the impossibility of classification. 


A. As we have seen, a “ dharma ” in the Abhidharma context is an 
ultimate and unique particular. As such, it cannot be defined 
or described in any “common sense” ( samvrti ) manner, in that 
there are no common “meanings” or “senses” that could 
possibly be attributed to a unique entity. 51 This point was noted 
for instance, by the later Buddhist logician Dignaga (fifth-sixth 
century CE), who argued that perception (pratyaksa ) was 
necessarily non-conceptual (nirvikalpa) since it can only 
apprehend the unique particular ( svalaksana ). Concepts 
(vikalpa ) only became applicable in the realm of common 
qualities ( sdmanyalaksana ), which is the result of mental 
activity subsequent to the initial pre-conceptual perception. The 
distinction between svalaksana and sdmanyalaksana , is thus 
similar in scope to the Abhidharmic distinction between sub¬ 
stance (dravya) and designation (prajhapti) in that the 
svalaksana is a unique and truly existent substance, while the 
sdmanyalaksana is a mental construct through which we 
understand and classify the svalaksana. 

As a unique moment or “particular,” indescribable in any 
but the most exclusively unique (and tautological) terms, it 
becomes impossible, strictly speaking, to pinpoint any similarity 
between one dharma and the next, since similarity requires a 
common attribute, and dharmas have already been established, 
by definition, to be “unique particulars.” As a general principle 
of the Abhidharma exercise, it can be said that “i± two 
momentary particulars have anything in common then the 
particulars must be composite and therefore cannot be primary 
existents (dravya sat ).” 52 

Thus, the possibility of continuity between one dharma 
and the next becomes a logical impossibility since each unique 
dharma , as a self-contained absolute (after all that is what a 
dharma amounts to in the Abhidharma systems), must be 
“wholly distinct” from another (since this is the implication 
of a dharma “having a svabhava"). This suggests that from 
one moment (ksatia) to the next there can be no possibility of 
similarity, continuity or connection between distinct dharmas 
for the reasons given above, i.e. that a dharma is a unique 
particular and must therefore in its “dharma-ne ss” (dharmatd), 
be essentially (svabhava), “wholly discrete” and distinguishable 
from every other unique particular. Any similarity between one 
dharma and the next would mean that they were not non¬ 
composite, and would contradict their fundamental uniqueness. 
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B. The other upshot of the unique particularity of a given dharma , 
is its ultimate indescribability, since language is based upon 
commonly accepted definitions and designational forms, and 
dharmas as unique moments cannot be so classified by 
definition. The Abhidharma schools clearly believed that it was ♦ 

possible to construct a technical language that encompassed the 
entirety of possible existents. This is sharply criticized by the 
Mahayana, not only because of the inherent inadequacies of 
language itself, but also because, on Abhidharma presupposi¬ 
tions, dharmas were uniquely existent substances ( dravya sat) 
that were thereby essentially beyond designation (prajhapti ). 

In particular this notion of dharmas as ultimately irreducible 
elements was attacked by the Madhyamaka and Satyasiddhi 
schools. 53 

The Non-arising (Anutpada) and Immutability of Dharmas 

Those aspects of the Mahayana tradition which have been 
influenced by the Prajnaparamita sutras emphasize the non-arising 
(ianutpada ) of dharmas in the first place, (a theme that is also a central 
aspect of the Gaudapddlya-kdrikd). This doctrine stems from a 
particular understanding of the nature of “dharmic existence” and a 
rejection of the notion of an immutable inherent nature ( svabhava ). 

According to Abhidharmic theories of causation, dharmas are the 
ultimate, momentary ( ksanika ) “building blocks” of the fluctuating 
causal continuum. In fact, the Abhidharmic reduction of composite 
entities makes the common sense notion of change largely redundant. 

An entity undergoing some form of change is for the Abhidharmist 
merely the arising and ceasing of a flow of momentary, but nevertheless, 
discrete factors {dharmas), which, by following each other in quick 
succession, provide the appearance of a subsisting and unified entity 
where there is none. Thus, as the supporting factors (dhr: dharma) of 
the causal continuum, dharmas must be in some sense, immutable. As 
ultimate units, dharmas are themselves incapable of being broken down 
or reduced to any further degree. The philosophical result of this, 
however, is that dharmas are immutable and uncompounded 
(.asamskrta ), even, it would seem, the Sarvastivadas seventy-two 
samskrta dharmas . This appears to be a necessary consequence of their 
ultimacy (paramartha sat 7S dyavya sat). Thus, the ultimacy of dhatvnas 
necessitates that they are all in some sense uncompounded, being 
incapable of change. 54 


In a recent study of the dharma theories of the Buddhists, Piatigorsky 
suggests in a footnote that: 

... in the final analysis it can be said of all dharmas (i .e., both samskrta 
and asamskrta) that they are asamskrta dharmas. . .However 
paradoxical it might sound, but that is to what the Prajnaparamita theory 
of dharmas seems to be tantamount . 55 

However, if this were the case then the Prajnaparamita sutras would 
uphold a form of absolutism akin to that found in the GK. This in fact 
does not appear to be the case. It would be more correct to say that 
from the Prajnaparamita perspective, the unconditioned {asamskrta) 
nature of all dharmas is the conclusion to be drawn from the 
Abhidharmic postulation of an own-being {svabhava) to dharmas. 
Thus, it is not the Prajnaparamita position that all dharmas are ultimate 
and uncompounded {asamskrta), but the derived conclusion 
( siddhanta) of the Abhidharma schools as interpreted by the 
Prajnaparamita. The mistaken attribution of absolutism to the 
Prajnaparamita (and Madhyamaka) movements is common in modern 
scholarship and, as we shall see, also appears to be the view of the 
author of the fourth prakarana of the GK with regard to the Buddhist 
tradition. 

According to the Prajnaparamita analysis, Abhidharma doctrines 
lead to the inevitable conclusion that all dharmas are uncompounded 
(asamskrta). This, however, is not the Prajnaparamita position, since 
these texts view such a conclusion as unacceptable. The view that all 
dharmas are asamskrta is, in fact, (from the Prajnaparamita perspective) 
the logical conclusion of the Sarvastivada position. This view is to be 
rejected since it contradicts the impermanence {anitya) and selflessness 
(anatmata) of all dharmas. The Prajnaparamita critique then is not 
an attempt to establish a rival doctrinal position (such as the asamskrta 
of all dharmas ); rather, it is a rejection of the Abhidharmic attempt to 
establish an ultimate classification of reality. Thus, dharmas are neither 
samskrta nor asamskrta. This rejection occurs in a number of different 
spheres. First, there is the philosophical rejection of Abhidharma ideas, 
based upon the establishment of certain unfavorable conclusions from 
central Abhidharmic premises. Alongside this, however, is the 
methodological rejection of the Abhidharma practice of reviewing 
dharmas , on the grounds that this technique leads to attachment to 
self, (that is attachment to the ‘‘selfness” of dharmas.f 6 Thus, the 
Vajracchedika-prajhapdramitdsutra states that: 
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If Subhuti, these Bodhisattvas should have a perception of either a 
dharma , or a no -dharma, they would thereby seize on a self, a being, 
a soul, or a person. And why? Because a Bodhisattva should not seize 
on either a dharma nor a no -dharma. Therefore this saying has been 
taught by the Tathagata with a hidden meaning : “Those who know 
the discourse on dharma as like unto a raft, should forsake dharmas , 
still more no -dharmas!' 57 

However, the Prajnaparamita movement does appear to have 
accepted the Abhidharma technique of reductionism, that is the “de- 
construction” of entities based upon their complexity and reducibility 
into more basic constituents. The main difference here is that the 
Abhidharmists have constructed a technical meta-language which they 
believe to be a coherent and representative classification of the way 
things really are (yathdbhuta) . The reductionism, therefore, stops at 
the level of the fundamental dharma- types of that particular system 
(seventy-five in the case of the Sarvastivada). For the Prajnaparamita 
texts however, there is no level at which the reductionist process can 
conceivably end. Thus the correct position, both philosophically and 
soteriologically (in that it does not lead to attachment and subsequent 
bondage), is no position at all. All conceptual frameworks are ultimately 
inadequate. This does not of course preclude the Prajnaparamita from 
making conventional statements as indicators (prajhapti ) to the 
“wisdom that has gone beyond” (Prajnaparamita), but it does exclude 
the possibility of taking any of those statements in anything other than 
a “liberative,” “therapeutic” or propadeutical sense. Thus, Conze 
suggests that, 

The thousands of lines of the Prajnaparamita can be summed up in the 
following two sentences : 1) One should become a Bodhisattva (or 
Buddha-to-be), i.e., one who is content with nothing less than all¬ 
knowledge attained through the perfection of wisdom for the sake of 
all beings. 2) There is no such thing as a Bodhisattva , or as all-knowledge, 
or as “being,” or as the perfection of wisdom, or as attainment. To accept 
both these contradictory facts is to he perfect. 38 

This is an example of the use of paradox as a means to liberation 
from intellectual ratiocination. More specifically, paradox within the 
Prajnaparamita framework is a didactic or pedagogic technique of 
switching from ultimate (paramdrtha) to conventional (samvrti) levels 
of expression so as to liberate the individual from his or her own 
fundamental presuppositions (although Williams suggests that this is 
not paradoxical in itself, it should be noted that the mode of expression 


involves the juxtaposition of apparently contradictory statements. This, 
as far as I can see, is what a paradox is)! 39 At a comparatively early stage 
(although perhaps not in the earliest stages) of the Prajnaparamita 
movement, the conceptual presuppositions and categories which are 
most directly criticized, (and by implication the presuppositions that 
much of scholastic Buddhism must have been working with), appear 
to be those of the Abhidharma schools. Thus the Prajnaparamita 
literature continually subverts the basic distinction between samskrta 
and asamskrta , thereby rendering such conceptual divisions ultimately 
inconsequential, (such classifications do however remain conventionally 
valid). 60 The Prajnaparamita critique by implication is to be extended 
to all conceptual systems, not just those of the Abhidharma schools. 

There is, of course, a tendency in the Prajnaparamita texts to 
describe dharmas as essentially “blown out” ( nirvrti ), or “nirvanized.” 
This could be said to be a declaration that all dharmas are essentially 
“unconditioned,” since nirvana itself is an uncompounded 
(iasamskrta) dharma. It is equally apparent that one of the important 
features of the Prajnaparamita position is that of the non-arising 
( anutpada) of dharmas. While it is clear that an unconditioned entity 
(<asamskrta) is also unoriginated {anutpada) by definition, it would 
be misleading to understand the Prajnaparamita texts as postulating 
some form of unconditioned reality {asamskrta), for this is not their 
fundamental purpose. In the Prajnaparamita sense dharmas do not arise 
{an-utpdda) because, in actual fact, they do not ultimately exist. This 
should not be (mis)understood to be a statement of pure nihilism, since 
there are three levels of logic at work in the Prajnaparamita literature. 
Basically they are: 

1. x does not exist. 

2. x neither exists nor does not exist. 

3. the four-fold negation or tetralemma (catuskoti). 

Prajnaparamita dialectic is a spiraling series of negations—each time 
a position is established it is then negated from a higher point of view. 
Doctrinal argument in these texts are “pointers” (prajhapti) to 
liberation, rafts to be relinquished once the goal is attained. The frequent 
statements that “x does not exist,” therefore, should not be taken as 
the establishment of a nihilistic doctrine, but rather as shorthand for 
the negation of all possible classifications of reality. Without an 
awareness of this fact the Prajnaparamita texts will forever appear 
nonsensical and inconsistent. 
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“Sariputra: For what reason are all dharmas unborn and do not go forth? 
Subhuti: Form is empty of the own-being of form; one cannot apprehend 
any birth or going-forth with regard to it. And so for all dharmas, up 
to : the Reality limit .” 61 

The distinctive philosophy of the Prajnaparamita literature is 
established through a critique of the entire Abhidharmic enterprise of 
defining and classifying dharmas. Such an attack upon the finality of 
the dharmic taxonomy is a pointed refusal to accept the ontological 
implications of the Abhidharma position, implications which, on 
Prajnaparamita arguments, would be equally unacceptable to the 
Abhidharmists themselves. Thus, even nirvana is denied any ultimate 
ontological validity. 62 Having ail possible rugs pulled from beneath one’s 
mind (< cittd ), it is then said to be “non-residing” or “unsupported” 
(apratistha). This is the perfection of wisdom (prajnaparamita). 6 * 

The difference between the conclusions derived from a rival system 
(in this case, that all dharmas are uncompounded realities (asamskrta), 
and therefore, do not arise (anutpdda) and those accepted by the critics 
themselves (I.e., that all dharmas are empty [either as samskrta or 
asamskrta ], and therefore do not arise (an-utpdda), is subtle and easily 
overlooked. Indeed, as we shall see, the author of GKIV seems unaware 
of the distinction and consequently interprets the Mahayana tradition 
in terms of his own (Vedanta-based) absolutism. 

To further elucidate the distinction between one’s own position 
and the “derived-position” of another, perhaps it would be useful 
to consider an example. Take, for instance, the frequent Mahayana 
suggestion that dharmas are like space (dkasa). From a Sarvastivada 
point of view, space is an asamskrta dharma , since it is the locus 
(<dsraya) for the manifestation of other dharmas , and is itself unaffected 
by their transformation. From the Sarvastivada perspective, then, the 
Mahayana declaration that “all dharmas are like space,” amounts 
to an affirmation that all dharmas are asamskrta. This seems to 
be what the author of the GK is implying when he makes a similar 
statement in GK IV. 1. For the Prajnaparamita (but not necessarily 
for the entire Mahayana movement as we shall see when we come 
to consider certain texts utilizing the notion of a “ tathagatagarbha ”), 
this position is “un-Buddhist” since it denies the basic Buddhist 
orientation toward the notions of impermanence and selflessness. 
Why then is the analogy so prevalent in Prajnaparamita texts? The 
comparison is useful since both space and dharmas are said to 
be: 
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1. ungraspable, 

2. having no beginning or end limits ( koti ), 5 4 and 

3. having no foundation or support. 

This understanding of dharmas is remarkable since, if there are no 
beginning or end points to any dharmas , then they can have no 
distinguishing marks (svalaksand), or fundamental boundaries. 
Consequently, one can never hope to pinpoint when (or where) one 
dharma ends and another begins. Of course, having no own-marks or 
characteristic features, dharmas are indistinguishable. Dharmas have 
no essences of their own (svabhava) and are to that extent equal 
(samatd). The importance of the third attribute, that of being without 
a support, should not be underestimated. We noted earlier that the 
etymology of the term “dharma'f establishes it as a derivative of the 
root dhr, “to sustain” or “support.” In the Abhidharma schools 
dharmas were taken to be the ultimate supports of experience. The 
Prajnaparamita movement, however, subverted this basic position by 
denying the very possibility of pinpointing dharmas by suggesting that 
they too were without a support, having no essential-being (svabhava) 
of their own. 

It should be noted at this point that there are (at least) two different 
ways in which the concept of emptiness (sunyata) can be “unpacked.” 65 
First, there is the notion of emptiness as it tends to be explicated in 
the scholastic texts of the Madhyamaka school (and as it is espoused 
in the previous paragraph). Here, the “emptiness of all dharmas means 
that they are essentially indistinguishable, having no own-being or 
nature of their own (nihsvabhdvatd). This understanding of emptiness 
gives rise to an apophatic language (via negativa). However, the lack 
of boundary between one dharma and another can also give rise to 
a cataphatic language (via positiva) based upon the idea that if all 
dharmas are empty then all dharmas can equally be described as 
“sublime,” “wholesome,” “unconditioned” etc. This is a major feature 
of many Mahayana texts. Gadjin Nagao sees this as a result of the 
identity of emptiness (sunyata) with dependent-origination 
(pratTtyasamutpada). This Identity can be approached from the 
direction of emptiness or from the direction of causal inter-dependence. 
Thus, 

On the one hand, dependent co-arising means that all beings are not 

independent (svdtantrika) and self-existing (atman) things, but only 

transient beings brought about by the constellation of a cluster of causes. 

This no-self and absence of any independent self underlying transient 
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being is the emptiness of things. . .On the other hand, this emptying and 
negating of things does not mean that things do not exist at all; non- 
being is not nothingness. Emptiness signifies only the absence of essence. 
The evolving, changing world understood through insight into emptiness 
is not meant to be negated. Beings that exist in emptiness exist just as 
they are. . .This restored and purified second dimension of dependent 
co-arising is indeed wondrous (ascarya). Because of emptiness, the 
existence of beings together with their causes is ineffable ( avdcya ) and 
inconceivable ( acintya ). In truth, the phenomenal world is first and 
foremost a beautiful world, and phenomenal being is a being wondrous 
and enjoyable beyond description. But this is not the beauty or joy of 
the one-dimensional birth-death cycle, which consists in unlimited 
suffering. The wonder, beauty and joy of the dependently co-arising 
world is entirely due to its being free of essence and empty. 66 

Nagao has made a salient point here. Emptiness language can be 
developed in two axiological directions. If everything is empty, then 
nothing is essentially real! On the other hand, if everything is empty 
then anything is possible! The clearest example of the cataphatic 
development of the concept of emptiness is the idea of the mutual 
interpenetration of dharmas (as found for instance in the 
Avatamsakasutra , and the Chinese Hua-Yen school which is based 
upon it), and perhaps the notion of emptiness found in certain texts 
which utilize the notion of a “ tathagatagarbha .” In the latter both 
types of language appear to be used: samskrta dharmas are ultimately 
“non-existent” in the usual scholastic sense of the term, and yet 
asamskrta dharmas are “amazing,” unrestricted, and unconditioned 
(see chapter 7). 

In the sastras of Nagarjuna we find the development of a 
philosophical system, based upon the Prajnaparamita insight into the 
non-ultimacy of all conceptual classifications. Here also the familiar 
Abhidharmic distinctions are continually subverted 67 Thus, in the 
Vigrahavyavartam (W) (verse 54), Nagarjuna states that if one accepts 
the wholesome own-nature of dharmas {kusalah svabhdvo dhar- 
manani) there would be no state of spiritual purification (sydd vaso 
na hrahmacaryasya). Not only that but in the following verse 
Nagarjuna states that, 

nadhanno dharmo vci samvyavaharas ca laukika na syuh, 
nityas ca sasvabhdvah syur nityatvdd ahetumatah. 

There would be neither vice nor virtue, and worldly practicalities would 
not be possible. Self-existent entities would be eternally existent due to 
the permanence of that which is causeless. 
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Nagarjuna then proceeds to attack the Abhidharma distinction 
between unwholesome ( akusala ), “liberative” (j nairghdnika ), and 
undefined ( avyakrta) dharmas , since, having accepted that dharmas 
have an intrinsic-nature ( svabhava :), “therefore, all compounded entities 
would exist as uncompounded .” ( tasmdt sarvam samskrtam asam- 
krtam te bhavaty eva, VV. 56 ). 

For Nagarjuna the Abhidharma view, as he presents it, is inappro- 
riate since it subverts the Buddhist notions of no-self and imperma- 
ence. The primacy of these notions within the Buddhist tradition is 
shown by the fact that all schools of Buddhism have felt the need to 
reconcile their own specific interpretations of the Buddha’s teaching 
in terms of these basic conceptions. Nagarjuna bases much of his 
critique upon the primacy of impermanence (anityatd). Thus, in MMK 
21.4 he states that “impermanence always occurs (literally, ‘never does 
not occur’) in entities.” This position is further expressed in the Mahd- 
prajhdparamitasutra-upadesa , a text attributed (probably falsely) to 
Nagarjuna, which states that the “notion of impermanence” ( anitya - 
samjha , Chinese : pu-ch ( ang hsiang) is “merely a synonym for the 
noble path itself.” 68 Impermanence and change, in fact, are only possible 
because everything is essentially empty ( svabhava-'sunya). Thus, 
Nagarjuna states in Vigrahavyavartam , verse 70 that 

prabhavati ca simyateyam yasya prabhavanti tasya sarvdrthah , 
prabhavati na tasya kim cin na prabhavati siinyata yasya. 

All things arc possible for the one for whom emptiness is possible; 
nothing whatsoever is possible for the one for whom emptiness is m r 
possible. 

Again, note that emptiness eradicates all boundaries, so anything 
is possible if everything is empty. This is an important point to realize 
because it provides a philosophical justification for the grandiose 
metaphysical speculations of many texts and the catholicity of the 
Mahayana movement. Aligned with the notion of skillful-means ( upaya- 
kausalya ), it seems that from a Mahayana point of view anything can 
be postulated as long as one remains mindful of its essential emptiness! 

In a scholastic context the primary insight of the Madhyamaka 
analysis is that conditioned arising (pratitya-sam-utpada) is no arising 
(an-utpada), since a causally conditioned factor is an empty and 
ultimately unreal factor. Dharmas are conventionally real ( samvrti sat) 
and the ultimate meaning of their existence (paramdrtha sat) amounts 
to that very fact. Again, Paul Williams has expressed this point well, 
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The situation is one of prajhaptisat entities producing prajhaptisat 
entities in a play which has only empirical significance. Thus, the system 
is closed in upon itself and cannot seek outside itself for ontological 
justification since this would give the system an ultimate, albeit derivative, 
status which it lacks. Like dream entities causing other dream entities, 
the entire stream, Candrakirti observes, has only phenomenal existence 
where questions of ontological justification are completely out of place. 
Ultimately, of course, there is no foundation for a prajhaptisat entity— 
but then ultimately there is no such entity. 69 

1 he primary Mahayana critique of the Abhidharma model, 
represented particularly by the Sarvastivada, is that it leads to a form 
of pluralistic absolutism, in that dharmas are established as self- 
sufficient (svabhava), immutable (na tmyathabhava ), and unoriginated 
absolutes. This is an unacceptable conclusion for the Abhidharmist, for 
whom it is hoped such an insight will lead to the realization that even 
this dharmic classification is merely prajhapti sat and purely conven¬ 
tional ( samvrti). 

To sum up the basic Prajnaparamita critique of the Sarvastivada 
Abhidharma, one might suggest the following. To assert the primary 
existence (dravya sat) over and above the functional manifestation of 
that factor ( dharma ) is to abstract that factor from its actual occurrence. 
For the Mahayana this proliferation of abstractions (prapahca) leads 
one to imagine that factor as somehow separable from its given 
manifestationa! and causal environment. Such a view contravenes the 
causally-co-dependent (pratityasamutpanna) nature of that factor. 
Thus, to assert that a dharma has a primary (dravya /paramartha 
sat), and therefore unchanging (asamskrta) essence (svabhava), is not 
only to extrapolate beyond the realms of the ‘ ‘given,’ ’ it is also blatantly 
to contradict it, since we experience the cessation (nirodha) of a 
dharma almost immediately upon its initial origination (utpada). Thus, 
an appeal can be made to our experience of change and impermanence 
(anitya) as evidence for the inappropriateness of the attribution of an 
“essence” (svabhava) to a dharma. All instances of the attribution of 
svabhava therefore result in the fallacy of misplaced absolutism since 
there is no factor of our experience that can be said to transcend its 
own occurrence as a causally-dependent factor. For the Prajnaparamita 
this is the universality of dharmasimyata. 


CHAPTER 

4 

Non-Origination in the Gaudapadlya- 
kdrika : Early Vedantic Ontology and 
Madhyamaka Buddhism 


Mahayana Buddhism and the Fourth Prakarana of the GK 

The fourth prakarana of the Gaudapadlya-karika shows a keen 
interest and involvement in the central doctrinal themes of the 
Mahayana Buddhist tradition. Consider for instances the following 
verses: 

IV.42: upalambhat samacarad astivastutvavadindm, jatis tu desitd 
buddhair ajates trasatdm sada. Origination has been taught by the 
Buddhas for those whom, due to perception and common consent, 
maintain that objectivity exists (< astivastutvavddin ) ar d are afraid of 
non-origination. 

IV.44: upalambhat samacaran mayahasd yathocyate, upalambhat 
samacarad asti vastu tathocyate. As the illusory elephant is said to exist 
owing to the perception [of it] and common consent, likewise it is said 
that an object {vastu) exists on account of [its] perception and common 
consent. 

In these verses the author suggests that the conception of 
origination is based upon perception and common consent (i.e. 
conventional truth). Therefore, in order to understand the truth of non- 
origination one needs to grasp the nature of conventional truth on the 
one hand and the nature of perception on the other. Both subjects are 
dealt with in great detail by the Madhyamaka and Yogacara schools of 
philosophy. 
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The Two Truths in the Mahayana Tradition: the Nature of Samvrti 

The distinction between conventional ( samvrti ) and ultimate truth 
(paramartha satya ) is central to Mahayana Buddhist philosophy. The 
implicit antecedents of the distinction between the two truths can be 
traced back to the siitras of the Tripitaka. 1 The idea, for instance, is 
already implicit in the conception of the Buddha as a “healing 
physician.” 2 The Buddha teaches according to the propensity of the 
student. This is apparent from a number of occasions where the Buddha 
responds differently to the same question, the criterion for determining 
an answer being the level of understanding and intent of the questioner. 3 
In fact the Buddhist teaching of no-self ( anatman ) requires that some 
form of distinction be made between conventional discourse which 
involves the frequent use of personal pronouns such as “she” or “he,” 
and theoretical discourse which necessitates strict scholastic precision. 

The distinction between conventional and ultimate, however, seems 
to have been explicitly drawn for the first time by Buddhist scholars 
in an attempt to reconcile conflicting statements within the canon. 4 
In this context, statements made by the Buddha were divided into two 
categories—texts of final import ( nitdrtha) and texts of secondary 
import ( neyartha ). The scholastic precision of the teaching of no-self 
was further developed by Abhidharma scholars. As we have seen, the 
Buddha proclaimed a doctrine of no-self and yet continued to use 
personal pronouns in everyday discourse. The reason for this is clear: 
the Buddha denied the efficacy of terminology presupposing a “self” 
only in contexts where he was being precise and definitive and not in 
conventional language The refusal to adopt the “personalist” language 
of conventional discourse would have made coherent discourse (and 
teaching) virtually impossible. Developing upon this distinction 
Abhidharmists distinguished between nominal existence (prajhapti sat) 
and substantial existence ( dravya sat). The classical definition of the 
distinction between the two is found in the Abhidharmakosa. 

If the awareness of something does not operate after that thing is 
physically broken up or separated by the mind into other things, it exists 
conventionally like a pot or water; others exist ultimately. 5 

The distinction between nominal existence (prajhapti sat) and 
substantial existence ( dravya sat) is crucial to the development of the 
Madhyamaka perspective, that amounts to a further deconstruction of 
the level of substantial entities (dravya sat), so as to render all factors 
(dharmas) nominal in their existence (prajhapti sat). 6 The distinction 
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between ultimate and conventional, however, remains crucial to 
Madhyamaka in that it circumvents the threat of an encroaching 
nihilism. Emptiness is not mere nothingness! 

The MulaMadhyamakakarikds (MMK) stresses the importance of 
the distinction between conventional truth (samvrtisatya) and the 
ultimate import (paramartha) of the Buddha’s message. Thus MMK 
24.8-10 reads: 

The teaching of the dharma by the Buddhas rests upon the two truths: 
worldly conventional truth and truth in the ultimate sense. Those who 
do not discern the distinction between these two truths do not discern 
the profound truth (tattva) in the teaching of the Buddha. Without relying 
upon the practical, the ultimate is not taught. Without understanding the 
ultimate, one cannot attain nirvana. 1 

Mervyn Sprung maintains that, 

Though the notion of two truths (satyadvaya) is implicit in Buddhism 
from the beginning, as it is in Vedanta and, indeed, in any philosophy 
or religion that holds to a norm distinct from the everyday, Madhyamika 
alone makes the distinction into its crucial thought. 8 

Nevertheless, in the context of the Madhyamaka, it would be a mistake 
to take satyadvaya as anything other than a distinction between “levels 
of meaning” (artha). The “two truths” must not be seen in terms of 
two specific “levels of reality,” for to do this would be to undermine 
Nagarjuna’s denial of a difference between samsara and nirvana (MMK 
25.19-20). Samvrtisatya is the conventional and “concealing” level 
of meaning, while paramarthasatya is the supreme or “ultimate 
meaning” (parama-artha ). In contradistinction to the conception of 
two truths found in the Sarvastivada school, the Madhyamaka distinc¬ 
tion between the two truths is semantic and not ontological. 

Nagarjuna accepted the practical distinction between ultimate and 
conventional truth, but this is essentially pragmatic and derives from 
his analysis of all dharmas as essentially nominal entities (prajhapti 
sat ); it should not be taken to be a distinction between two inde¬ 
pendently existent realms. The emphasis upon satyadvaya as an onto¬ 
logical distinction in Nagarjuna’s corpus of works has only perpetuated 
an understanding of sunyatd as some form of absolute reality “behind” 
appearances, when in fact his entire philosophy is an attack upon the 
acceptance of any distinctions whatsoever as absolute. This is under¬ 
standable in the West given its philosophical background in the abso- 
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lutisms of Hegel and Bradley etc., but that does not make it any 
more excusable. 

When we come to consider the later works of the Indian Mahayana 
schools it is important to note that there are, in fact, two Sanskrit 
versions of the Buddhist term for “conventional truth.” On the one 
hand, we find “ samvrti V from the root vr meaning to “cover, screen, 
veil, conceal, hide, surround or obstruct.” 9 On the other hand, one 
sometimes find the term “ samvrttiy from the root vrt meaning “to 
turn, turn around, proceed or advance,” and “to take place, occur, or 
exist.” 10 “ Samvrti” as its etymology suggests, points to that truth which 
conceals or obscures {samvrti-satya) ultimate reality. The primary 
connotation of “ samvrttiy however, suggests that samvrtti-satya is 
the truth which “comes about” or “arises within the world” itself. 11 

Candrakirti gives three etymological meanings of the term conven¬ 
tional truth ( samvrti/samvrtti ) in his Prasannapada (24.8/492.10-12). 
They are: 

1. A “masking on all sides” ( samantad varanam). Samvrti is not 
knowing ( ajhana ) caused by the veil of ignorance ( avidya ) 
common to all. 12 

2. “Inter-dependent existence” (paraspara-sambhavana ). Here 
the world of samvrti (or does Candrakirti imply samvrtti from 
the root vrt in this context?), is said to occur due to the “mutual 
support” ( anyonya-samasrayena ) of its component factors. 

3. “ Symbolic and worldly discourse’ ’ ( samketo loka-vyavahdrah ). 
Samvrti is the set of conventions set up through linguistic 
symbols, social discourse, and custom. 

In his Madhyamakavatara (MA) Candrakirti further describes 
samvrti-satya as that which is revealed through false perception 
(mrsadrs ). 13 As such it is “the delusion ( moha) which obstructs the 
intrinsic-nature {svabhdvavaranad) of things” 14 The fundamental 
connotation of samvrti for Candrakirti then seems to be that of a veil 
obscuring the ultimate truth. Exclusive emphasis upon this conception 
of conventional truth, however, drives a wedge between conventional 
and ultimate that would seem to make it impossible to establish a 
relationship between the two. If this were the case how could the 
ultimate truth of the Buddha’s doctrine ever be conveyed by means of 
the conventional? For, as Nagarjuna notes, 

Without relying upon the practical, the ultimate is not taught. Without 
understanding the ultimate, one cannot attain nirvana 15 
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Thus, it is necessary to emphasize the fact that conventional truth 
is not simply “erronous perception” or the “delusion which hides 
reality,’ ’ since there would then be no legitimate grounds for describing 
samvrti as truth ( satya ) in any meaningful sense. Such a simplistic 
analysis of samvrti as simply delusory would be a distinction not 
between two truths but between truth and falsehood. Therefore, there 
must be a meaningful sense in which samvrti is veridical, or at least 
a sense in which it can convey something of the import of ultimate 
truth. Bhavaviveka’s distinction between false worldly convention 
(mithydsamvrti) and true worldly convention ( tathyasamvrti) was 
clearly an attempt to express the fundamental ambivalence of the notion 
of samvrti —that is the polarity between worldly convention as a veil 
covering ultimate truth on the one hand and worldly convention as 
the conceptual “vehicle” or means whereby the ultimate is expressed 
on the other. The more positive aspects of the term samvrti are 
conveyed by Candrakirti in his explanations of the term as “the 
dependently-existent’’ and “conventional discourse.” That Candrakirti 
generally envisages samvrti in the sense of occlusion can be seen from 
his usage of the term and from his use of the term “ samvrti-mdtraP 
convention-only, a compound that implies a negative appraisal of 
conventional truth and an implicit contrasting of it with ultimate truth. 

It is clear that the Madhyamaka distinction between samvrti and 
paramdrtha is open to abuse and misunderstanding. Sthiramati in his 
Madhydntavibhagatikd gives an alternative analysis of conventional 
truth {samvrti-satya) in conformity to the Yogacara conception of the 
three own-beings ( trisvabhava ), which is itself an attempt to clarify 
the nature of the two truths. 16 Thus Sthiramati suggests that samvrti 
can be understood as, 

1. “Designation” (prajhapti ). This is the establishment of names 
{ndmdbhilapa) and the positing of substantial existence 
(vyavasthana ) based upon those names. This conforms to the 
parikalpita aspect of conscious activity and is roughly 
equivalent to Candraklrti’s notion of samvrti as “symbolic 
discourse” (Candrakirti 3). 

2. “Ascertainment” (pratipatti ). Sthiramati explains this as “attach¬ 
ment to an object ( arthdbhinivesa ), despite its non-existence.” 17 
This is conventional truth functioning as the actual operation 
of conceptualization ( vikalpa ) and conforms to the paratantra 
aspect of conscious activity. 

3. “Manifestation” {udbhavand). Here language functions as the 
vehicle for the appearance (samdarsana) of ultimate truth. This 
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is the fulfilled or perfected (parinispanna) aspect of conven¬ 
tional truth. Here linguistic conventions are used to describe 
things “just as they are” (yathabhuta ). 

The pratipatti mode of conventional truth (Sthiramati 2) represents 
the actual process whereby samvrti-satya operates, that is in a rela¬ 
tionship of mutual dependence (cf. Candrakirti 2). Prajhapti denotes 
the everyday and unenlightened mode (avasara) of conventional truth, 
where names and designations (prajhapti) are (mistakenly) taken to 
be sounds corresponding directly to independently existent entities. 
The udbhavana mode of conventional truth is that which is embodied 
in the Mahayana teachings; it is the correct application (prayojana) 
of conventional language for the manifestation of ultimate truth (para - 
martha-satya). The interesting feature of Sthiramati’s analysis is the 
suggestion that words describing the ultimate (such as sunyata) are in 
actual fact still a part of the conventional (samvrti) realm. Nevertheless, 
such concepts, if utilized correctly (prayojana) may still function as 
pointers (prajhapti) to the ultimate truth. Insofar as they perform this 
function, concepts do indeed allow for the manifestation (udbhavana) 
of ultimate truth in conventional discourse. 

The Two Truths in the Gaudapadiya-karika 

The GK also upholds the doctrine of two truths, though this is less 
explicitly developed in the first three prakaranas. In the Buddhistic 
fourth prakarana one can discern different shades of meaning with 

regard to ultimate and conventional truth. 

In GK IV.97 we find the use of the term “avarana"— denoting 
the veil which masks ultimate reality. This conforms to the under¬ 
standing of conventional truth as universal ignorance or occlusion 
(Candrakirti 1). In GK IV.44 and 45, however, we find the occurrence 
of “samdcdrady expressing the idea that conventional truth is depen¬ 
dent upon “common consent,’’ as well as perception (upalambha). This 
clearly corresponds to Candraklrti’s conception of samvrti as “symbolic 
discourse’’ (samketa, Candrakirti 3). 

In GK IV 73 and 74 a distinction is made within the conventional, 
realm between that which is kalpitasamvrtya and that which is 
paratantra-abhisamvrti. 

IV.73: yo'sti kalpitasamvrtya paramarthena nasty asau, paratan- 
trabhisamvrtya syan nasti paramarthatah. 


That which exists according to the imagined conventional [reality] 

(kaIpita-samvrti) does not exist in ultimate reality. It may exist in the 
relative aspect (paratantra) of conventional [reality], [but it] does not 
exist in ultimate reality. 

IV.74: ajah kalpitasamvrtya paramarthena napy ajah, paratantrab- 
hinispattya samvrtya jayate tu sah. 

What is even unoriginated in the imaginary conventional [reality] is not 
even unoriginated in ultimate reality. But that is originated with the 
relative aspect of samvrti as its cause. 

This distinction would seem to be dependent upon the Yogacara 
conception of three own-beings. The point being that one can dis¬ 
tinguish between that which is merely fabricated (kalpita) and that 
which has some form of relative existence, dependent upon causal 
conditions and worldly consensus (paratantro ' bhihsamvrtyci) . On this 
view “ kalpitasamvrti" conforms to the conventional truth as 
designation (prajhapti) and occlusion (dvarana) (Sthiramati 1 and 
Candrakirti 1). The use of paratantra in IV.74, therefore, would seem 
to conform to “ascertainment” (pratipatti , Sthiramati 2) and “inter¬ 
dependent existence” (parasparasambhavana , Candrakirti 2). While 
one cannot deduce from this that the author of GK IV was aware of 
the works of Candrakirti and Sthiramati, one can establish that GK IV 
accepts the validity of a relative or dependently-existent category 
(paratantra) within the conventional realm. This distinction, however, 
is wholly contained within the conventional realm, for the author of 
GK IV clearly believes that even a relative existent does not exist on 
an ultimate level. 18 

The Gaudapadian tradition, however, adds yet another shade to the 
various meanings of the term “ samvrti . In GK II. 1, 4, and IV.33 we 
find the terms “ samvrtatvam ” and “ samvrta ”—meaning “to be 
enclosed.” Here these terms are used in the context of an analysis of 
states of consciousness in order to show that so-called “normative” 
(i.e. unenlightened) experience is “state-bound.” All such experience 
is “located within” (antahsthdna) the fluctuating mind. This 
conception has clearly been influenced by the Yogacara analysis of the 
nature of waking and dream experience. The application of the term 
samvrti to an analysis of the nature of perceptual experience, however, 
seems to be a particular innovation of GK, despite the fact that the 
theoretical background for this move was initiated by the Yogacarins. 

As we have seen there is a concern within the Buddhist tradition 
to avoid the extremes of eternalism and nihilism. This concern, 
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however, does not apply outside the Buddhist tradition where the basic 
premises upon which the Buddhist Middle Path is based are not 
accepted. Nevertheless, the author of the fourth prakarana of the GK 
is equally keen to avoid the charges of eternalism and nihilism, as the 
following verses confirm. 

IV.57: samvrtya jayate sarvam sdsvatam tena nasti vai, sadbhavena 
by ajam sarvam ucchedas tena nasti vai. 

All is bom according to the conventional; therefore, in fact there is no 
eternal. In terms of reality, all is unborn; thus, there is no annihilated. 

IV.58: dharma ya iti jayante samvrtya te na tattvatah, janma 
mayopamam tesam sa ca mdyd na vidyate. 

Those dharmas said to be born by convention are not born in reality. 
Their birth is like mdyd , and that mdyd itself does not exist. 

IV.59: yatha mayamayad bijdj jayate tanmayo 'hkurah, nasau nityo 
na cocchedi tadvad dharmesu yojana. 

Like a mayd-mnde seed, a sprout of the same nature is born. It is neither 
permanent nor destructible; so likewise is it for dharmas . 

IV.60: najesu sarvadharmesu sdsvatasdsvatdbhidha, yatra varna na 
vartante vivekas tatra nocyate. 

The terms ‘‘eternal’’ and “non-eternal” do not apply to all the unorigin¬ 
ated dharmas. Where words do not function (lit. exist) discrimination 
(viveka) is not spoken of. 

If the author of GK IV is not an adherent of the Buddhist tradition, 
why is there so much concern to avoid Buddhist heterodoxical 
positions? 19 To answer this question properly requires a further 
investigation of the relationship between the GK and the cardinal 
philosophical texts of the Mahayana Buddhist tradition. With this in 
mind, let us consider the philosophical basis of the doctrine of non¬ 
origination (ajdtivdda). 


Foundations of Non-Origination: The Paradox of Change 

Both the MMK and the GK use the analogies of dream and illusion 
to explain the world of change: 

yatha mdyd yatha svapno gandharvanagaram yatha, tathotpadas 
tatha sthdnam tatha bhahga uddhrtam. 


Like an illusion, like a dream, like a castle in the air, thus is origination, 
thus is duration, thus is destruction declared. (MMK XVIII.34) 

svapnamayeyatha drste gandharvanagaram yatha, tatha visvam idam 
drstam vedantesu vicaksanaih. 

As are seen dream and illusion and a castle in the air, so also is this whole 
universe seen by those well-versed in the Vedantas. (GK 11.31) 

The similarity between these two verses is further evidence that 
the author of the GK has “borrowed” from the MMK and certainly it 
is difficult for any but the most partisan scholar to deny the influence 
of the Madhyamaka upon the Gaudapadiya-karika as a whole. 

The MulaMadhyamakakarika (MMK) begins with a critical analysis 
of causal conditions (pratyaya ). Nagarjuna opens his work with an 
emphatic denial of the origination of beings. Thus the first verse states 
that: 

na svato napi parato na dvabhyam napy ahetutah, utpannd jdtu 
vidyante bhavah kvacana kecana. 

No entities whatsoever are ever found originated from themselves, from 
another, from both nor causelessly. 

The fourth prakarana of the GK likewise states in kdrikd 22, 

svato va parato vapi na kihcid vastu jayate, sad asat sadasad vdpi 
na kihcid vastu jayate. 

Nothing (; vastu ) whatsoever is originated either from itself or from 
something else; nothing whatsoever existent, non-existent, or both 
existent and non-existent is originated. 

The similarity of these two statements has often been taken as 
evidence for the acceptance of some form of absolutism and as such 
both the MMK and the GK are said to uphold the doctrine of non¬ 
origination {ajdtivdda). Vidhushekhara Bhattacharya maintains that “It 
is to be noted here that Gaudapada is a Vedantist, and yet he accepts 
the doctrine of non-origination of the Advayavddins or Buddhists 
expressing his approval.” 20 Mahadevan agrees, stating that “The doctrine 
of non-origination (ajdti) which Gaudapada advocates is essentially a 
Madhyamika view.” 21 S. S. Roy accepts this claiming that “Those who 
maintain that Gaudapada is a Buddhist derive strength from the position 
that Gaudapada has deliberately voted in favor of ajdtivdda , which 
is entailed by Advayavada .” 22 Some scholars, however, have noted a 
difference between the doctrines in Buddhism and Advaita, albeit in 
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the main to substantiate the traditional view that the GK is not reliant 
upon Buddhist ideas. Sangamlal Pandey states that “ Ajativada which 
is common to both Advaita and Buddhism is not the same in the two 
systems.” In Vedanta ajativada is “at once the negation of creation 
and assertion of the absolute reality. In Buddhism, however, it simply 
denotes the negation of creation.” 23 

Although such an awareness of distinctions is admirable and while 
it is true that ajativada can be interpreted in various manners, the 
tendency for scholars to label Indian philosophers with Sanskrit terms 
ending in “ vddin ” can often be misleading. Pandey’s interpretation of 
“simyata ’ does a grave injustice to the Madhyamaka position which 
is not merely a nihilistic denial of the world. As we have seen, all 
Buddhists are keen to avoid the charge of nihilism which is seen as an 
extreme view advocated by some non-Buddhists. Unlike the author of 
the GK, however, Nagarjuna does not uphold ajativada —the absolu¬ 
tist^ doctrine of non-origination since the true import of sitnyata is 
said to be a denial of all views including the absolutistic view that all 
things exist in some unoriginated form. To appreciate the differences 
between Madhyamaka and Gaudapadian thought on this issue requires 
an examination of the philosophical roots of non-origination. 

The philosophical basis of ajativada in the GK is elucidated in GK 
II.6 (and again in IV. 31): ddav ante ca yan nasti vartamdne \pi tat 
tatha , “That which does not exist in the beginning and the end is 
equally so in the present” This is precisely because (GK III. 21): 

na bhavaty amrtam martyam na martyam amrtam tatha, prakrter 
anyathahhavo na kathahcid bhavisyati. 

The deathless cannot become subject to death, similarly that which is 
subject to death cannot become deathless. The becoming otherwise (i.e. 
change) of nature in no way occurs. 24 

This basic principle is shared by Nagarjuna in his examination of 
own-being {svabhava) and lies as the basis of the philosophies of both 
the MMK and the GK. Thus MMK XV.8 declares that: 

yady astitvam prakrtya syan na bhaved asya nastita, prakrter 
anyathabhavo na hi jatupapadyate. 

If there were existence by nature, then there would not be its non¬ 
existence, for a change of nature does not occur. 

The primary target for Nagarjuna’s arguments in the MMK seem 
to have been the “substantialist” doctrines of the Abhidharma schools. 


As we have seen previously, the abhidharmic doctrine of radical 
momentariness renders the common sense notion of change redundant. 
A compounded dharma lasts for a moment (ksana) and then ceases, 
to be replaced by another. No change of substance occurs, merely a 
succession of evanescent occurrences. As Richard Robinson suggests: 

If each moment has three sub-moments—arising, abiding, and ceasing— 
then each sub-moment has three sub-sub-moments of arising, abiding, 
and ceasing; arising has arising, abiding, and ceasing, abiding has arising, 
abiding, and ceasing, and ceasing has arising, abiding, and ceasing, and 
so on ad infinitum . . .The doctrine of momentariness ( ksanikatva) takes 
as axiomatic that no dharma occurs in two moments. Nagarjuna shows 
that if each moment is segmentable into several sub-moments, then no 
dharma can occur at all. 25 

B. K. Matilal with characteristic breadth of vision explains the 
general principle of the argument with great clarity: 

Nagarjuna uses the familiar paradox of causation, i.e. the paradox of 
change and permanence. This paradox, according to Nagarjuna, shows 
that a thing cannot possess its own-nature; its essence. If a thing has its 
own-nature it cannot change, for that would go against the presumed 
unchangeability of own-nature; and if the thing does not have its own- 
nature then change cannot take place either, for “change” means 
transformation of the own-nature into something else. 26 

The problem of the apparent incompatibility of the notions of 
“intrinsic nature” and change is the primary impetus and starting point 
for both Nagarjuna’s philosophy and the many philosophies of 
absolutism both East and West. 27 Thus, the nineteenth century English 
Absolutist Francis Herbert Bradley explains the basic problem in the 
following manner: 

Something, A, changes, and therefore it cannot be permanent. On the 
other hand, if A is not permanent, what is it that changes? It will no longer 
be A, but something else. In other words, let A be free from change in 
time and it does not change. But let it contain change, and at once it 
becomes A 1 , A 2 , A 3 . Then what becomes of A, and of its change, for we 
are left with something else? Again, we may put the problem thus. The 
diverse states of A must exist within one time; and yet they cannot, 
because they are successive. Thus, it is required that A must change; and, 
for this, two characters, not incompatible, must be present at once. 28 
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However it would seem that change has to occur in A at some point; 
Bradley thus continues, 

.this is clearly impossible, for what could have altered it? Not any other 
thing, for you have taken the whole course of events. And, again, not 
itself, for you have got itself already without any change. In short, if the 
cause can endure unchanged for any [of] the very smallest piece of 
duration, then it must endure for ever. It cannot pass into the effect, and 
it therefore is not a cause at all. 29 

It is clear that the same perplexity spurred Nagarjuna onto a denial 
of the reality of both “own-nature” (svabhava) and “other-nature” 
{parabhava )—'for if there is no ‘own nature’ how can there be an 
‘other nature’?” 30 

The dilemma seems to provide two possible responses. 31 On the 
one hand one could choose to deny the possibility of origination, and 
cessation (i.e. change), in which case one is left with an unoriginated 
and unchanging reality. On the other hand one could deny own-nature, 
which would deprive all factors of an essence. Nagarjuna clearly opts 
for the latter since it allows for the possibility of origination and change. 
This much can be gleaned from a careful analysis of MMK XV. 8. 
Nagarjuna states that “If there were existence by nature there could not 
be its non-existence.” He is pointing, therefore, to the absolutistic 
consequences of the belief that things have an intrinsic nature by which 
they exist. If this were the case, he suggests, they could never cease 
to exist. Clearly, Nagarjuna wishes us to see the undesirability of such 
a consequence. 

In the GK, however, we find the adoption of the alternative 
position, i.e. a radical absolutism which denies the existence and 
efficacy of change (origination, cessation etc.) in favor of an 
unoriginated ultimate reality. As seen above Nagarjuna bases his ideas 
on the primacy of impermanence ( anityata ), one of the three marks 
of existence according to the Buddhist. The contrast between these two 
views reflects their divergent, underlying paradigms. Both the MMK 
and the GK focus upon the inconsistencies of the common sense 
notions of duality and change. In the former case, however, this is 
because all is impermanent (anitya) and lacking in self-existence 
(, anatman ), while in the latter it is because change is not possible for 
something that exists (for the authors of the GK “to exist” is “to exist 
absolutely”!). Thus in the debate over the status of an object (A) and 
its various modes or states of manifestation (x\ x 2 , x 3 etc.) the Buddhist 
accepts the empirical efficacy of changes in states but does not accept 
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the independent reality of the possessor of those states (A). This is the 
doctrine of no-self which rejects such notions as mentally fabricated 
reifications (prapanca ). In Advaita Vedanta (A) is accepted and it is the 
manifested states that are denied ultimate reality since reality cannot 
change. Thus, both the Madhyamaka and Gaudapadian Advaita derive 
their positions from the logical dichotomy between an entity and 
change. 32 The GK and the subsequent Advaita Vedanta school is 
fundamentally interested in upholding the unconditioned nature (the 
atmari) of an entity, while the Madhyamaka wishes to show the 
emptiness (or lack of an abiding self— anatmata) of that same entity, 
given that it changes. Both as it were grasp separate “horns” of the 
dilemma. The consequence, however, is a denial of common sense 
notions of change and origination on both sides. 

In a nutshell, then, the philosophical difference between the 
Madhyamika and the absolutistic Advaitin is that while the former 
maintains that the self-contradictory nature of change points to the 
impossibility of a fixed nature to anything, the latter relegates “change” 
to the realm of appearance, declaring that reality is thereby the 
unchanging basis to these appearances. 

So far we have established that the GK is dependent upon the 
philosophical ideas and arguments of the early Madhyamaka school (and 
in all likelihood the MMK itself) for its doctrine of non-origination. We 
have also suggested that the doctrine of non-origination as it occurs 
in the GK is absolutistic and is therefore to be distinguished from the 
Madhyamaka position which is fundamentally a rejection of absolutism. 
How then does the author of the GK derive absolutistic consequences 
from a text (the MMK) which is so vehemently anti-absolutistic? To begin 
to answer this question we must consider Nagarjuna’s refutation of 
absolutism ( svabhava-vada ) in the MMK more closely. 

Nagarjuna’s Refutation of Absolutism (svabhavavada) 
and the Gaudapadian Response 

In MMK 24.1-6 Nagarjuna gives objections to sunyatd which seem 
to display an absolutistic interpretation of it. These objections are turned 
back upon the purvapaksin (svabhava-vadin) who is said to be guilty 
of “attributing your errors to us.” 33 These objections are doubly 
important for they not only allow us to provide an appropriate appraisal 
of the non-absolutism of Nagarjuna, they also allow us to further 
evaluate the ajativada of the GK that appears to bear a remarkable 
resemblance to the logical consequences of what Nagarjuna calls the 
“non-empty” ( asunya ) or substance view of reality (. svabhdva-vdda ). 
Thus, MMK 24.201 states that: 
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If all this is non-empty, then there would be no arising and no 
ceasing. . . How can that which exists by its own being come into 
existence? Hence for him who rejects emptiness, there is no arising. If 
the path has own being, then its following is not appropriate, but if the 
path is followed, then your path with own-being is not found. When 
there is no suffering, origin and cessation, where will the path lead to 
through the cessation of [that] suffering? If incomplete knowledge [of 
suffering] is due to own being, how [will there be] complete knowledge? 

[It would seem that] own being is not fixed? As with knowledge [of 
suffering], so are [it’s] elimination, realization and development not 
admissible, nor are the four fruits. To one who holds onto “own being,” 
how could the fruits be obtained, already obtained through own 
being?... No one will ever do right or wrong. What action of the non¬ 
empty could be done, since own being does not act?. . .You contradict 
all worldly practicalities when you contradict the emptiness of dependent 
origination . . According to “own being” the world would be unorigi¬ 
nated, unceased, unchanging, and free from varying conditions. 34 

Nagarjuna maintains that the only way to account for change is to 
understand that there is no abiding self-nature or essence to any factor 
of our experience. One should understand that there is no dharma that 
can be pinpointed from the flux of experience since all dharmas arise 
inter-dependently. Therefore, 

yah pratityasamutpadam pasyatidam sa pasyati, duhkham samu- 
dayam caiva nirodham margam eva ca. 

He who sees dependent origination sees suffering, [its] origin, [its] 
cessation and the Path. 35 

Attempts to see some form of ajativada akin to the Gaudapadian 
doctrine in the sunyata concept of Nagarjuna are guilty of misreading 
the emptiness of all dharmas as a form of absolutism when in fact the 
“no-view” of emptiness is precisely an attempt to liberate oneself from 
belief in any absolutes. Elwin Jones puts this particular point well: 

The prime target of Nagarjuna’s criticism seems to have been the pre¬ 
disposition, whether of common sense or of philosophical speculation, 
to view the existing as somehow absolutely existing. If, however, 
something exists absolutely or really, then it has to be permanent and 
unchanging, and so never nonexistent; otherwise, it cannot have a real 
nature of being existent. 36 

The consequences of a substantialist view of reality, far from being 
seen as criticisms, are accepted as logical facts in the GK. Thus in 11.32 
we read: 


na nirodho na cotpattir na baddho na ca sadakah. na mumuksur na 
vai mukta ity esa paramarthata. 

There is neither cessation nor origination; no one in bondage, no one 
aspiring, no one desirous of liberation, no one who is emancipated. This 

is the highest truth. 

The GK “inverts” the implications of sunyata by maintaining that 
reality must have an intrinsic-nature (svabhava) if it is to be reality in 
any meaningful sense of the term. As such, one might say that the 
position of the GK is that of the archetypal asunyavadin ; a view which 
on Nagarjunian premises would be a radical form of absolutism. The 
GK re-examines our common sense notion of reality in the light of the 
MMK’s arguments and maintains that for something to be real it must 
be unchanging. Contrary to Nagarjuna and against the entire spirit of 
the MMK, it is argued that reality has svabhava precisely because it 
must have a “nature” in order to be reality. Ajativada in the GK then 
is the assertion of a fixed ultimate reality based upon the principle that 
nature cannot change (prakrter na anyathabhava). This is something 
of a reversal of the Madhyamaka position. 

Emptiness (Sunyata) and Non-dualism (Advaita) 

The Madhyamaka denial of own-nature ( svabhava ) is fundamentally 
based upon the realization of dharma-nairatmya —the selflessness or 
essencelessness ( nihsvabhdvata) of all factors. As such it is a logical 
extension of the Buddha’s exposition of the lack of abiding self 
(anatman ), which was understood by the Sarvastivadins as the denial 
of a personal self ( pudgala-nairatmya ). Although dharma-nairatmya 
is not exclusive to the Mahayana tradition, it is here that it is explicitly 
developed on a systematic basis. The doctrine of no-abiding-self 
(andtmatd) is thereby extended to refer to all dharmas (dharma- 
nairatmya) and not just the conception of a personal self ( pudgala ). 
Thus sunyata is little more than the andtmatd of all dharmas. 
Arguments in support of universal emptiness, therefore, are often 
directed towards attempts to codify and analyze these dharmas. Clearly 
this is an attack which reaches the heart of Abhidharmic speculations. 

In his critique of the concept of own-nature (svabhava), Nagarjuna 
undermines the very idea that one can distinguish between one dharma 
and another. Universal emptiness necessitates a denial of “boundaries.” 
In the context of scholastic Buddhism the most fundamental 
“boundary” is that between samskrta (compounded) and asamskrta 
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(uncompounded) dharmas. To promote the universality of sunyatd, 
Nagarjuna subverts this fundamental abhidharmic distinction, 

utpadasthitibhanganam asiddher nasti samskrtam, samskrtasydpra- 
siddbau ca katham setsaty asamskrtam. 

With the non-establishment of origination, duration and destruction, the 
compounded does not exist; and if the compounded is not established, 
how will there be an uncompounded? (MMK 7.33) 

Streng in fact suggests that, 

Nagarj una’s denial of distinctions correlates with the Buddha’s opposition 
to theoretical speculations. The distinctions, claims Nagarjuna, are not 
conducive to the cessation of ignorance and craving because they suggest 
that what is distinguished has some kind of intrinsic reality which 
“marks” it off from something else. In practical life it is necessary to 
recognize that a chair is not a table, that a gold coin is not the same as 
clay, and that a merchant who cheats is not identical with one who does 
not. However, a person who does not slip into the error of regarding these 
practical distinctions as ultimate facts is able to see that there is indeed 
neither one absolute substance nor many individual substances. 37 

The declaration that all dharmas are empty is a universal appli¬ 
cation of andtmata. Denying any notion of an abiding self or “nature” 
involves a denial of duality (dvaita/dvaya) and difference (lbheda ); if 
all dharmas are empty of self-nature, there can be no boundaries 
between one dharma and another. Thus, “What indeed is ‘that’, what 
is ‘another’?” {kirn tad eva kim anyat, MMK 23.23). Even the funda¬ 
mental distinction between bondage {samsdra) and liberation {nirvana) 
is subverted: 

25.19: na samsdrasya nirvanat kimcid asti visesanam, nanirvanasya 
samsardt kimcid asti visesanam. 

Of samsdra , there exists no feature that distinguishes it from nirvana. 

Of nirvana , there exists no feature that distinguishes it from samsdra. 

This is not an identity of the two realms, for Nagarjuna has already 
been at pains to show that there is no dharma that can be identified 
to begin with. The stanza can perhaps best be seen in the context of 
the general denial of a distinction between samskrta and asamskrta. 
Thus, the next stanza describes the relationship between samsdra and 
nirvana in terms of their “delimitating boundaries” or “limits” {koti), 
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nirvanasya ca yd kotih samsdrasya ca, na tayor antaram kimcit 
susuksmam api vidyate. 

The extreme limit of nirvana is also the extreme limit of samsdra ; there 
is not even a subtle something between them. 

At times this can appear reminiscent of the non-dualism of the 
Advaita Vedanta school. Certainly the tendency to interpret the 
Madhyamaka school as an absolutistic system has contributed to a 
confusion between the fundamental conceptions of these two 
traditions. Both Madhyamaka and Advaita Vedanta deny that ultimate 
reality can be understood in a dualistic manner. In the former this 
amounts to a subversion of the notion of separate self-sufficiency 
{nihsvabhdvata), while in the latter non-difference is a proclamation 
of the reality of the non-dual substratum underlying all appearances. 

In an analysis and a rejection of the various theories of causality 
on offer Nagarjuna argues that they all presuppose a substantialist 
{svabhavata) view of reality, in other words all views are guilty of what 
might be called the “fallacy of reification.” This is the tendency of 
language and its users to “objectify” concepts (i vikalpa ), thereby 
creating the illusion that the world of our experience is made up of 
real, unitary, and self-sufficient substances {bhava). The result is 
prapahca —the incessant proliferation of concepts. The experience of 
a manifold world made up of boundaries and distinctions is caused 
by our attachment to the idea of a fixed nature {svabhava) to the internal 
world of one’s own “self” and to the “external” world of objects and 
other people {bahirdhddhyatma) . It is important to understand that 
nihsvabhdvata is a denial of self in both of these realms and not just 
a denial of a personal self. This is the import of the Mahayana doctrine 
of dharma-nairdtmya. As such, the samsaric world of suffering exists 
for as long as there is an adherence to a view of “self ’ (both subjectively 
and objectively) and liberation is the cessation of all such conceptions 
{vikalpa/prapahca). Thus, MMK 18.4-5 states that, 

mamety aham iti ksine bahirdhadhydtmam eva ca, nirudhyata 
upddanam tat ksayaj janmanah ksayah. karmaklesaksaydn moksah 
karmaklesa vikalpatah, te prapahcat prapahcas tu sunyatayam 
nirudhyate. 

When “mine” and “I”, whether pertaining to an outer or an inner self, 
have ceased, there is a relinquishment of grasping; with that cessation, 
there is the ceasing of birth. On the cessation of the karmic defilements, 
there is liberation. For the one who constructs {vikalpatah) the karmic 
defilements [exist] due to conceptual proliferation {prapahca ), but this 
conceptual proliferation ceases with emptiness. 38 



136 Early Advaita Vedanta and Buddhism 

Compare this with a similar acceptance of egocentricity as the root 
cause of the manifold world in Gaudapadiya-karika (GK) II. 16 and 
IV.55, and 56: 

jivam kalpayatepurvam tato bhdvdn prthagvidhan, bahyan adhyat- 
mikams caiva yathavidyas tathdsmrtih. 

[The atman] first imagines the jiva (individual soul), and then different 
things, external and internal (objective and subjective); as one knows so 
does one recollect. 

yavad hetuphalavesas tavad dhetuphalodbhavah, ksine hetuphalavese 
nasti hetuphalodbhavah. yavad dhetuphalavesah samsdras tavad 
ayatah, ksine hetuphalavese samsdro na prapadyate. 

As long as there is attachment to cause and effect, so long does it arise; 
when the attachment to cause and effect ceases there is no arising of cause 
and effect. As long as there is attachment to cause and effect, so long 
is samsara spread out; when attachment to cause and effect ceases one 
does not attain to samsara. 

For Advaita Vedanta the primary cause of bondage to samsara is 
ignorance ( avidya) of the basic non-difference of atman and Brahman. 
Attachment to an individualized self (jivatman ) is a gross error for in 
reality the aspirant must realize that she or he is identical with the 
universal ground of being (sat). Thus, a substrative metaphysics (, sad - 
adhisthana-vada) is a fundamental presupposition of the school, rooted 
as it is in the acceptance of atman as the non-dual reality. Debate within 
the Vedanta school concerned the status of Brahman as the efficient 
and material cause of the universe. For the Mahayana Buddhist, 
however, sdrnsara is not supported by anything other than the inter¬ 
dependence of its own constituent factors (i.e. pratityasamutpada). 
The introduction of a universal substratum would lead to the subversion 
of both the dynamics of inter-dependence (the pratJtyasamutpanna 
of all dharmas) and the denial of own-being (nihsvabhava). MMK 
XXII. 16 is quick to point out that: 

tathagata yatsvabhavas tatsvabhdvam idam jagat, tathavaio 
nihsvabhavo nihsvabhdvam idam jagat. 

Whatever is the own being of the Tathagata, that is also the own being 
of this world. The Tathagata is without own being, this world is without 
own being. 

The belief in some form of “self-sufficient” existent, in other words 
the adherence to some form of absolutism, is precisely the target of 
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Nagarjuna’s incisive arguments. Because the MMK is written with the 
purpose of exposing the absolutistic implications of all doctrines it is 
not surprising that the text seems preoccupied with the terminology 
of absolutism. It is this feature of the logical corpus of Nagarjuna’s 
literary output which has contributed more than any other factor to 
the misinterpretation of sunyatd as a concept denoting a substantial 
and unconditioned reality. 


Non-Origination and Emptiness: 

The Madhyamaka and Advaita Perspectives 

We have seen that Nagarjuna rejects all metaphysical speculation 
(including the assertion of any form of absolutism). We have also 
suggested that the designation of his thought as “ simyavdda ” or any 
other similar doctrinal epithet (such as ajativdda for instance), strictly 
speaking, may not be applicable to the import of his message. As we 
have seen, Nagarjuna denies that he has a thesis to propound (pratijha)\ 
sunyatd is not to be understood as a dogma. It is conventional-talk, 
a designation, useful merely as a indicator (prajhaptir upadaya ). 39 

Although Nagarjuna uses the term “ drsti ” in the MMK when he 
states that sunyatd is not a view, it would seem that “ vdda ” would 
have been just as problematic. The realization (prajha ) of emptiness 
is an insight beyond the disputations of the vddin. This point will 
become clearer when we come to deal with the theory of non-conflict 
(avirodhavada) that is found in the Gaudapadiya-kdrikd. It is unlikely 
given the MMK’s denial of the appropriateness of the terms “ sunya ” 
and “ asunya ,” 40 that Nagarjuna would have accepted the title of 
simyavadin , (unless etymologically understood to mean “one who 
declares all doctrines to be empty”), although this does not prevent 
him from viewing things from the “perspective of emptiness” (sunyata- 
darsana). 41 In this respect, it is even more misleading to call Nagarjuna 
and his Madhyamika followers “ ajativadinsP as many scholars have, 
since it is clear that the school does not accept the existence of an 
“unborn” substratum underlying the world. 

One of the most important themes in Buddhist thought is the 
traditions own conception of itself as the “Middle Path,” a feature of 
Buddhism established in the Buddha’s first sermon. The Middle Path 
has both a doctrinal and a practical aspect. On a practical level the path 
of moderation is between the extremes of asceticism (self-torture) and 
licentiousness (self-indulgence). This feature of the Buddhist path was 
established as early as the Buddha’s first sermon at Sarnath near Benares. 
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The doctrinal aspect of the path involves an attempt to avoid what the 
Buddhist tradition sees as “extreme views.” Indeed, it is clear that from 
a Buddhist point of view the practical extremes of asceticism and 
licentiousness are in fact dependent upon extreme (and false) 
conceptions of the self. Ascetic practices are based upon the belief that 
the self is somehow separate from the five skandhas (thus one must 
submit the skandhas to rigid control). Self-indulgent practices are based 
upon the belief that the self is somehow identical with or inherent to 
the skandhas. For the Buddhist, neither of these views are appropriate 
since there is no-abiding-self {anatman), either in the five skandhas 
or beyond them. 

In all Buddhist philosophical schools, therefore, the doctrinal 
extremes of eternalism and nihilism are to be carefully avoided. Either 
interpretation of Madhyamaka philosophy then is tantamount to seeing 
the school (and its notion of emptiness) in terms of one of the extremes 
that it so expressly denies. It is not so much the case that the 
Madhyamaka school endorses ajativada, but that it refutes origination 
{jati) and non-origination ( ajati) as appropriate designations of “things 
as they are” {yathabhuta). 42 All dharmas are empty of essential nature 
(■ svabhava-siinya) and as such are inter-dependently arisen 
( pratJtyasamutpanna ). 

If it is remains legitimate to designate Madhyamaka thought as 
ajativada, as many scholars have suggested, it is certainly not in the 
absolutistic sense that it is found in the GK. The Madhyamaka does 
call into question the ideas of origination and causation but this is 
coupled with a consistent rebuttal of the charge that it is asserting a 
rival position of its own. In stark contrast, to this the author of the 
GK argues that his position {ajativada) is in fact the basis of all other 
views. The distinction between Madhyamaka and Vedanta on this issue 
reflect two different conceptions of negatives such as "ajati!’ In 
English, this distinction is reflected in the following two statements, 

1. “There is no birth.” (Madhyamaka), and 

2. “There is an Unborn.” (Advaita Vedanta). 43 

The Madhyamaka understanding of non-origination {anutpada, 
ajati') is an example of the first (“intransitive”?) use of the term "ajati” 
where all essences are denied and yet no alternative proposition is put 
forward. Philosophically, this negation is known as non-implicatory 
negation {prasajya-pratisedha ) as opposed to implicatory negation 
( paryudasa-pratisedha ) that implies the contrary position. 44 The 
explicit distinction between these two types of negation seems to have 
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been first introduced by Bhavaviveka. 45 Consequently, Bhavaviveka’s 
position became known as “Svatantrika Madhyamaka” in order to 
distinguish it from that of Candraldrti (Prasangika Madhyamaka). 46 
The source of the distinction between Svatantrika and Prasangika seems 
to have been based upon the question of the validity of adopting 
independent logical arguments to substantiate the Madhyamaka point 
of view ( darsana). Bhavaviveka and his successors accepted the valid 
use of independent syllogisms whereas Candraklrti and his followers 
did not. This difference of opinion seems to derive from their respec¬ 
tive interpretations of the two-truths scheme. For Bhavaviveka, conven¬ 
tional truth could be divided into false ( mithya) and true ( tathya ) 
convention {samvrti). There is a legitimate sense, therefore, in which 
the ultimate import (parama-artha) of the Buddha’s teaching can be 
expressed in conventional discourse and disputation. For Candraklrti, 
however, no such distinction between the conventional realm is ever 
made explicit. Conventional truth exists in polar opposition to ultimate 
truth; it is the veil which obscures it from view. Consequently, for 
the latter conventional discourse and independent logical arguments 
can never be fully redeemed of their capacity to produce delusion 
(moha ) and ignorance {avidya). Therefore, the Prasangika Madhya- 
mika endeavors to establish sunyata on the basis of their refutation ot 
all other points of view and not through the use of independent 
arguments. 

It is clear, however, that even the early texts of the Madhyamaka 
school never considered their negation of origination to imply the 
existence of an unoriginated absolute. Indeed Nagarjuna s statement that 
“I have no (rival) theory (pratijha) to put forward’ presupposes that 
one can criticize a view without necessarily accepting its opposite (i.e. 
non-implicatory negation, prasajya-pratisedha). This is the Madhya¬ 
maka conception of the Middle Path, clinging neither to the positive 
nor to the “negative” extreme. Whatever the nature of the later disputes 
between the Svatantrikas and the Prasangikas, Indian Madhyamaka has 
always shown a keen awareness of the pitfalls of absolutism. Thus in 
chapter eight of his MHK, we find Bhavaviveka explaining the difference 
between the Madhyamaka and Vedanta conceptions of non-origination 
{ajati) on the grounds that for the former 

“Non-origination {ajati) is a phenomenon ( dharma ) which resembles 

origination (jati), but it exists [only] as the non-existence [of origination]. 

It is [therefore] not at all (napi na) logical that [this phenomenon of non¬ 
origination] is identical with the Self or abiding in it.” 47 
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For Bhavaviveka non-origination ( ajati ) means “not originated” 
and does not imply an unoriginated absolute (MHK 8.91ab.) In the GK, 
however, it is clear that ontological implications are in fact drawn from 
the denial of a change in nature. “Reality is unoriginated!” Tentatively 
one might suggest that the authors of the GK understand the negation 
of origination to be of the implicatory kind (paryudasa-pratisedha) 
since they wish to argue that the refutations of origination contained 
within the text imply the reality of an unoriginated absolute. Implicatory 
negation involves the implicit acceptance of an alternative point of view. 

Thus, the term ajati ’ in its denial of origination would in this case 
also imply the existence of the unoriginated. 

The Gaudapadian doctrine of non-origination (ajdtivada) is not 
just a denial of origination but a proclamation Qf the unoriginated nature 
of Brahman. This is clear from an analysis of the attitude of the 
Gaudapddlya-kdrikd to other doctrines. All doctrines are said to lead 
to ajativdda (GK III. 17-22). Refutation is seen as the establishment of 
non-origination as the basis for all ontological theories. By refuting each 
other, the disputants thereby proclaim non-origination (GK III. 17). 

The difference between these respective conclusions reflect the 
contrasting paradigmatic presuppositions of the Madhyamaka and 
Advaita Vedanta traditions. The authors of the GK are steeped in the 
“theism” of the Vedic and Upanisadic texts. 48 Even the author of the 
fourth prakarana is an heir to the atman tradition which upholds 
permanence and constancy as the fundamental nature of reality. For 
the GK as a whole the appearance of the world can only be adequately 
explained if there is some unchanging substratum supporting its 
manifestation. Reality must have an unchanging intrinsic nature or it 
could not be “reality.” This is clearly a Vedantic and not a Madhyamaka 
conception of reality, despite the GK’s propensity for Buddhist argu- I 
ments and terminology. 

Conversely, the Madhyamika is grounded in the Buddhist concep¬ 
tion of the world as impermanent (anitya) and lacking an-abiding-self 
(anatman ). Thus we find MMK 21.4 putting forward the following 
axiomatic statement: “For impermanence is never absent in entities.” 

In fact, for the Madhyamika the only way that change can be accounted 
for is to accept that there is no abiding self-nature or essence to any 
factor of our experience (< dharma-nairdtmya ). All dharmas arise inter- 
dependently. Thus in MMK 24.40 Nagarjuna maintains that “He who 
sees dependent origination sees suffering, [its] origin, [its] cessation and 
the Path.” 
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Asparsa-yoga in the Gaudapadiya-karika 


Having considered the Gaudapadian doctrine of the non-origination 
(ajati) of atman in the light of Mahayana speculation concerning the 
non-origination of dharmas , we shall now turn to the other central 
theme of Gaudapadian philosophy, i.e. the phenomenological analysis 
of experience outlined in the text. The conceptual focus for our dis¬ 
cussion of this will be the notion of “ asparsa-yoga ” an idea as central 
to the Gaudapadian conception of reality as the doctrine of non¬ 
origination. It is to “ asparsa-yoga ,” therefore, that we shall now turn. 

The term “ asparsa-yoga ” occurs only twice in the 215 verses of 
the Gaudapddlya-kdrikd , in the third and fourth prakaranas 
respectively. 1 Its importance, however, should not be underestimated 
for it is connected to a number of issues central to the distinctive 
position of the text as a whole. The notion of non-contact (asparsa) 
has a number of interesting connotations which place it in the forefront 
of early advaita philosophy. First, it can be seen as a negation of tactile 
experience. Touch (sparsa) is perhaps the most basic of the five sense- 
faculties (excluding the mind (manas), that is sometimes treated as a 
sixth sense-faculty in India, and with which we shall deal later). 
Arguably, one could lose any one of the other four senses and yet still 
grasp the idea of “externality.” However, if one had no sense of touch 
it is doubtful that the boundary between “self” and “other” would 
have developed at all. Certainly the ability to make a distinction between 
oneself as subject and everything else as object seems to be based to 
a greater or lesser degree upon the concept of “externality”; a concept 
that we derive from our tactile experience of bodily boundaries. Equally, 
if there is no sense of touch, there can be no feeling of pain. Thus, 
“asparsa ” is also connected to the soteriological aim of the cessation 
of suffering (< duhkha ). 2 
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As with the English terms “touch” and “contact,” “ sparsa ” may 
also refer to sensory contact in general rather than specifically to tactile 
experience. The meditative practice of sensory withdrawal (pratyahara) 
is the prevention of contact between the sense-faculties and their 
respective objects. 3 The notion of contact also may be said to pre¬ 
suppose the notion of duality, for one cannot have contact without 
at least two participating principles. A denial of contact then may 
equally be said to be linked to a denial of duality ( dvaita ). 4 

The most obvious interpretation of “asparsayogcT is that it denotes 
a form of meditative practice culminating in the realization of a state 
of non-contact ( asparsa). A second possibility is that it is a technical 
term for the intended goal of such practice, i.e. a description of a 
meditative state. In this case the term “ asparsa-yoga ” may be rendered 
in English by “isolated-union,” a phrase denoting something akin to 
the idea of “ kevalddvaitay the “non-dualism of the isolated,” an 
epithet sometimes used to describe Sankara’s conception of Advaita. 
Asparsa is a term which also conveys the very nature of Brahman as 
the Absolute; Brahman is the non-relative, that which exhibits no 
relations, that which is unaffected by change. If we are to pinpoint 
precisely what the term “ asparsa-yoga ” denotes, we must consider 
both of the above mentioned possibilities. 

The question of Buddhist influence on the GaudapdcKya-kdrika 
has already been discussed with regard to the central doctrine of non¬ 
origination ( ajdtivada ) expounded in the text. 5 It is not my intention 
to spend too much time discussing the question of the origins of the 
GK’s conception of yoga. This is for a number of reasons. First, we 
have comparatively little to go on in the text itself which would enable 
us to differentiate Gaudapadian yoga from other forms of meditative 
practice current at the time. Second, it seems to me that the question 
of whether Gaudapadian yoga is Buddhist or Vedantic in origin is 
something of a pseudo-problem. Yoga is a pan-Indian phenomenon and 
similar techniques are adopted by different religious schools and 
traditions. In the Buddhist tradition for instance, one finds the 
simultaneous adoption of two forms of meditative technique; one 
involving techniques of concentration intended to promote a greater 
quiescence of the mind (samatha), the other utilizing techniques 
leading to greater awareness and insight ( vipasyana ). The relationship 
between these two is complex and a matter of considerable debate 
within the Buddhist tradition itself. Nevertheless, the predominant view 
seems to be that insight-meditation (vipasyana-yoga) is the unique 
discovery of the Buddha. The various techniques for calming the mind 
(samatha ) are usually said to be pre-Buddhist meditative practices, 
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utilized by the Buddha and his followers for the promotion of greater 
degrees of mental concentration ( samadhi). In consonance with this, 
the Buddhist scheme of the jhdnas are usually taken by the Buddhist 
to be part of the meditative practice of calming (samatha). Knowledge, 
however, is only to be gained through the adoption of some form of 
“insight” (prajhd/vipasyana ) meditation at certain appropriate points. 
Calming meditation (samatha) practiced by itself is believed to lead 
to nothing more than a pacification of the mind. 

Needless to say, this two-fold division of yogic technique is not 
accepted by the orthodox (dstika) systems of Hindu philosophy. In the 
Upanisads, for instance, dhyana (cognate with Buddhist jhana i.e. 
samatha meditation), involves both mental pacification (Buddhist 
samatha) and insight (Buddhist prajha) into the nature of reality. Thus 
it would be rather presumptuous of us to take either Buddhist or 
Vedantic conceptions of yoga in an apriori or definitive form, since 
there are clearly different senses attributed to certain important 
technical terms (such as dhyana (jhana)) in the different religious 
traditions of India. One should also note that no religious tradition 
develops in a cultural vacuum and so mutual influence and interaction 
would not have been uncommon. 

Since the authors of the Gaudapddiya-kdrika show such a 
propensity for Buddhist ideas, however, it would be useful to examine 
the notion of “ asparsa ” within the context of Buddhist thought in 
general. As is well known, the Buddhist analyzes the psycho-physical 
components of the individual into five groups: the five skandhas (i.e. 
rupa, vedand, samjha, samskara, and vijhdna). Sensation (vedand) 
is impossible without contact between the two polar aspects of the 
rupa-skandha (i.e. the five sense organs (indriya) and the five sense 
objects (visaya). Samjha , requires not only contact between the sense 
organ and its object, but also the intervention of a reflective 
consciousness, a mind, in order to occur. 6 Vasubandhu notes in his 
Abhidharmakosa that “ sparsa ” is 

the encounter of the triad of consciousness (vijhdna), sense-organ 
(prasadendriya ), and material object (visayalambana)', by virtue of this 
contact there is sensation (vedand) and perception (samjha ). 1 

Without this threefold contact, the whole system would fall apart, and 
there would be no possibility of the continuance of the five skandhas. 
Buddhaghosa says in his AtthdsalinI that: 

This contact is like a pillar in a palace being the firm support to the rest 
of the structure; and just as beams, cross-beams, wing-supports, roof- 
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rafters, cross-rafters, and neck-pieces are fastened to the pillar, so also 
is contact a firm support to the simultaneous and associated events. It 
is like the pillar, the rest of the psychic events are like the other materials 
forming the structure . 8 

In the Buddhist scheme of pratityasamutpada, the twelve-fold 
chain of dependent origination, sparsa is the sixth link in the chain. 
It is interesting to note that the scheme can be divided into three parts: 

(I) to (2) = past existences, 

(3) to (10) = the present existence, and 

(II) to (12) = future existences. 

Sparsa is said by some tc denote the moment of birth in the present 
life. 9 It is the moment when we first come into contact with an external 
world. Taking this at face value, we can then see how the notion of 
asparsa links up with the central doctrine of the Gaudapadiya-karika, 
i.e. the doctrine of non-origination ( ajativada ), since this is precisely 
what asparsa amounts to when related to the Buddhist conception of 
dependent-origination. 

Thus one could say, by implication, that for the Buddhist the 
realization of a state of non-contact {asparsa) amounts to the cessation 
of the perpetual chain of samsaric experiences. In this sense asparsa 
denotes liberation itself. Although the term is rarely if ever used in this 
context, a state of non-contact is the fundamental prerequisite for the 
attainment of the cessation of sensation and perception {samjha- 
vedayita-nirodha ), or nirodhasamapatti , the ninth and supreme level 
of Buddhist meditative attainment. However, in the meditative context 
asparsa can be said to denote little more than the successful application 
of pratyahara , a technique adopted by Buddhist and non-Buddhist 
yogins alike. 

Asparsayoga as a Meditative Technique 

The most obvious usage of the term asparsayoga is as a specific 
name for a form of meditative practice aiming at complete detachment, 
that is non-contact in the strictest sense. 10 This is a familiar aspect of 
all forms of yoga to some extent and is inextricably bound up with the 
notion of pratyahara— the withdrawal of the sense-faculties. 11 The term 
y°E a appears for the first time in the Upanisadic literature in 
Taittinya Upanisad 2 A where it is used in connection with the notion 


of a cognizing self {vijhanamaya dtma)} 2 In Katha Upanisad 
II.3-10-11 yoga is defined as the concentrated stability of the sense- 
organs {sthiram indriyadharanam ), based upon the practice of sense- 
withdrawal {pratyahara): 

When the five senses of knowledge {pahca jhdnani) come to rest together 
with the mind {manas), and the intellect ( huddhi ), too, does not 
function—that state they call the highest {paramam gatim). They 
consider that keeping of the senses steady as yoga. One becomes vigilant 
{apramatta) at that time, for yoga is subject to growth and decay . 13 

Again in the Maitrayanlya Upanisad we find a sixfold path of yoga: 

The precept for effecting this [unity] is this: restraint of the breath 
iprandyama), withdrawal of the senses {pratyahara ), meditation 
{dhyana), concentration {dharana), contemplation (itarka ), absorption 
{samddhi). Such is said to be the sixfold yoga. . , 14 

In the classical yoga of eight limbs {astdhga) sense-withdrawal is 
the fifth external limb ( bahirahga ) and is a fundamental prerequisite 
for the attainment of the inner limbs {antarahga) of concentration 
{dharana), meditation {dhyana), and enstasy {samddhi). In the 
Bhagavadglta the relinquishing of all sensory contacts {sparsa) is 
described in the following terms: 

And when he draws in on every side his senses from their respective 
objects as a tortoise [draws in] its limbs, the wisdom {prajha ) of this one 
is firmly established (pratisthita). 

His self detached from contacts with the outside world, in [him] self he 
finds his joy, [his] self in Brahman joined by yoga he finds unfailing joy. 

For the pleasures that men derive from contacts assuredly give rise to 
pain, having a beginning and an end. In these a wise man {budha) takes 
no delight. 

All contact with things outside he puts away, fixing his gaze between the 
eyebrows; inward and outward breaths he makes the same as they pass 
up and down the nostrils . 15 

At first sight then “ asparsa-yoga ” seems to be a reference to the 
meditative practice of sensory withdrawal {pratyahara ). Such a 
technique inevitably leads to a state of consciousness devoid of sensory 
stimuli. This is a state of non-contact {asparsa) or disunion {asamyoga) 
between consciousness {citta) and sense-object {visaya). Perhaps it 
would be fruitful to examine the Gaudapdddya-karika’s distinctive 
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philosophy of mind, since this clearly has a bearing upon the inter¬ 
pretation of the experience gained through the practice of sensory 
withdrawal. 

The Four States of Experience in the Agama-Prakarana ( GK I) 

The first chapter of the Gaudapadlya-karika, often called the 
Agamaprakarana , 16 is an exposition of the main themes found in the 
Mandiikya Upanisad (MU). 17 The most important of these, as far as 
the GK’s conception of yoga is concerned, is the analysis of experience 
into four levels or “states” (pada) of consciousness. These states are 
waking (jagarita, visva), dreaming ( svapna, taijasa ), deep sleep 
(. susupta , prajha ), and tunya, the fourth indescribable state. 

There is a gradation of increasingly more refined experience moving 
from the gross objects of waking experience, through the dream state 
to the lack of sense-object ( visaya ) in deep sleep. In deep sleep all that 
is experienced is bliss {ananda). It is a mere “mass of cognition” 

(prajhanaghana ) and does not apprehend anything. 18 It is our 
attachment to these experiences that causes the suffering (duhkha) of 
transmigration. 19 However, if we understand the true nature of these 
states we will be uncontaminated by them. 20 In the last analysis tuny a 
is the only real state. It is not really a fourth state but in fact the only 
state. 

Able to bring about the cessation of all suffering, powerful, immutable, 
and divine, the non-dual [essence] of all beings (lbhdva ); the all pervading 
one is traditionally known as tunya (the fourth). 

When the jiva, asleep due to beginningless mdya , is awakened, it then 
realizes the unborn, sleepless, dreamless, non-duality . 21 

The scene is set for an appraisal of the sole reality of tunya. One 
has to awaken from the other states of “normative” experience in order 
to understand the so-called “fourth” state. The description of it as 
unborn, sleepless, dreamless, and non-dual, provide a sharp contrast 
with the nature of the three other states. Tunya is untouched by the 
experiences of these states just as one is unaffected by the imagined 
experiences of a dream when one returns to the waking state. The 
implication of this idea is that tunya is the true state of experience— 
we are all “in” tunya-, we are just unaware of that fact. Thus in a very 
real sense we are all already liberated, our mistake is merely in our failure 
to apprehend this basic fact of our experience. 
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Meditation on the Phoneme OM 

Towards the end of the first prakarana the text provides us with 
an exposition of the OM symbolism found in the Mandiikya Upan¬ 
isad ; the letter “A” of “A-U-M” corresponds to the waking state of 
consciousness, “U” to the dream state, and “M” to the state of deep 
sleep. Meditation upon these letters and their intrinsic connection 
with the various states of consciousness will lead the aspirant to an 
understanding of the nature of their complex inter-relationship and 
the “fragmentary” view that these states provide. It is only upon 
realization of the whole, that is, OM or tunya, that reality can be 
properly understood. There can be no pathway to the “measureless” 
and “limitless” reality ( amatra ). It can only be attained by a dialectical 
analysis of the “limited.” Strictly speaking, one cannot even talk of the 
attainment of tunya since it is the one and only, unchanging “state” 
of reality. 

One should fix the mind upon the syllable OM; OM is Brahman the 
fearless; for the one who is permanently fixed upon OM, there is no fear 
whatsoever to be found. 

OM indeed is the beginning, the middle, and likewise the end itself of 
all things. Having indeed known Pranava thus, one attains to that 
[Brahman] immediately . 22 

This latter verse assimilates the OM symbolism with one of the 
standard “tenets” of Gaudapadian philosophy, the assumption that for 
something to be real it must exist in the beginning, middle, and end. 2 ^ 
This presupposition is based upon the immutability of nature (prakrter 
na anyathdbhava , GK III. 21, IV.7, and 29) and forms the fundamental 
logical framework for the development of the GK’s radical absolutism. 

The relationship between tunya and the other three states is 
analogous to the relationship between OM and the letters A, U, and 
M. Just as OM encompasses the entire range of syllables (from the 
opening of the mouth with “A” to the closing of it with “M”), tunya 
is the all encompassing ground of all diversity-—as OM transcends its 
portions ( mdtra ), so does tunya transcend the three states of 
experience. Our experience of diversity then, is firmly grounded in a 
perception of Brahman; as we perceive the experiential equivalents of 
A, U, or M, what we are actually perceiving ultimately is the non-dual 
Brahman itself. 24 
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Asparsayoga as a Description of the Ultimate State 

As we have seen the term “ asparsayoga ” is often taken to be a 
specific name for a form of meditative practice leading to a complete 
cessation of perceptual activity. As such it is usually rendered by the 
English “the yoga of no-contact.” Some scholars, however, have argued 
that asparsayoga is a description of ultimate reality, a sort of kaivalya- 
type isolation. For instance, Hixon suggests that 

asparsayoga is more a path of insight into the nondual nature of mind 
and the birthlessness of the universe than it is a form of yogic meditation- 
exercise to control the mind... It is to this doctrine of emptiness or 
nonorigination which the term asparsayoga refers, because there is 
nothing to contact or touch when one knows that nothing has come into 
being, hence the term “free from touch” or a-sparsa . 25 

For Hixon asparsayoga refers to the specific philosophy of mind 
outlined in the Gaudapadiya-karika , i.e. the idea that the mind never 
comes into contact ( asparsa) with an external object. 26 This 
interpretation is given added strength once we realize that as far as the 
GK is concerned there is no real possibility of following a meditative 
path since nothing has ever come into existence in the first place. 
However, it must be noted that in various places the text does stress 
the need to control one’s mind through the practice of meditation. 27 
It may be the case that nothing has ever come into existence, but for 
us to be fully aware of that fact we need to practice some form of yoga. 28 

We noticed in the first prakarana that we are urged to meditate 
upon the meaning and denotation of the syllable OM. This in itself is 
an exhortation to a certain form of meditative practice. In the third 
prakarana we are again urged to control the flow of the mind in an 
attempt to realize our essential non-difference from Brahman. Vyasa 
in his commentary on the Yogasutra states that “Yoga is samddhiT 29 
It would be a mistake to take this to mean that Vyasa does not accept 
that there is such a thing as the practice of yoga—clearly he does. In 
this instance it is obviously an example of defining a practice in terms 
of its experiential goal, i.e. the attainment oisatnddhi. Likewise, despite 
the fact that the authors of the GK believe in non-origination, this does 
not necessarily exclude the possibility of following a specific religious 
path on the conventional (. samvrti ) level. Ultimately, of course, the 
practice of yoga can be of no consequence since only Brahman is, but, 
strange as it might seem, if we do not practice yoga we will not realize 
this fact. 
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It is easy to become embroiled in such paradoxical problems as 
those found in the doctrine of non-origination, but in this instance I 
think it would be fruitless. Suffice it to say that, despite the fact that 
reality is unoriginated, the authors of the GK want us to realize this 
fact for ourselves in order that we may alleviate the suffering caused 
by our belief in a changing world of plurality. This suffering of course 
is ultimately an illusion, but that fact in itself does not help those who 
partake of the illusion. Some form of practice is necessary to liberate 
us from our own attachments and preconceptions. In fact, one could 
argue that the very paradoxicality of the Gaudapadiya-karika’s under¬ 
standing of yoga is expressed in the name which the text applies to 
it: “ asparsayoga .” The word is something of a contradiction in terms 
since one half of the compound denotes a state of separation, a state 
of no-contact, while the other half denotes an implicit act of union, 
the “joining” of “yoga.” This paradox perhaps reflects the impossibility 
of describing the ultimate ( paramdrtha) and non-conceptual 
(nirvikalpa ) in conventional {samvrti) terms. To use one of Mircea 
Eliade’s favorite terms, “ asparsa-yoga ” is an example of coincidentia 
oppositorum —the coincidence of opposites, a characteristic feature of 
many mystical philosophies. 

The Attainment of Gnosis (Jnana) in the GK 

The four prakaranas of the Gaudapadiya-karika do not appear 
to make any technical distinction between the terms manas , citta, and 
vijhana , all of which are used in general to denote mundane 
“consciousness.” The explicit goal of the practice of yoga in GK III 
and IV, however, is the cessation of mental activity or the state of no¬ 
mind {amanasta). This is interesting since there is no occurrence of 
any of the three terms used to denote mundane consciousness in the 
last twenty-three verses of the fourth prakarana . Instead we find 
reference to piano, a term that clearly denotes a type of intuitive 
knowledge or gnosis. Jhdna differs from vijhana insofar as it is devoid 
of the fluctuations of consciousness {vijhdna/citta - cala/spandita ). 30 

Earlier in the second prakarana , embedded in a list of “entities” 
{bhava) mistakenly thought to be the atman , the text refers to those 
who believe that the self is mind {manas), intellect ( buddhi ), or 
consciousness {citta). u From this it would seem that even GK II does 
not accept the equation of atman with ordinary consciousness except 
in the broader sense where, in actual fact, everything is to be equated 
with atman. In the third and fourth prakaranas , the goal of yoga is 
specifically described as a state of no-mind {amanasta). 
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This duality, comprising of the moveable and the immoveable is perceived 
by the mind; when the mind has become non-mind duality is not 
experienced. 

When by knowledge of the truth about atman , [the mind] ceases to 
imagine, it is in the state of mindlessness; there is no perception in the 
absence of a perceptible [object ]. 32 

The denial of the ultimate reality of the mind is a blow to all who 
wish to read subjective idealism into the Gaudapadiya-karika . Even 
in GK 1.18 the view that the world is imagined by someone is expressly 
refuted. Manas is part of the phenomenal world of dualism and as such 
is not an ultimate reality (paramdrtha-satya ). The inappropriateness 
of equating the self (atman) with the mind (manas) is established in 
many Upanisadic texts. In Mundaka Upanisad II.l.2-3 for instance, 
the unborn Purusa is described as “without mind” (amanas )—being 
the originator and supporter of all things (including the mind), without 
thereby being qualifiable by them. In the Taittirlya Upanisad (itself 
referred to in GK III. 11), one of the five sheaths (kosa) is the self made 
of mind (manomaya). This is not the deepest level of reality, since 
within this is the sheath of understanding (vijhana-mayakosa) and the 
sheath of bliss (anandamayakosa ). 

The type of non-dual awareness of the ultimate envisaged by the 
Gaudapadiya-karika is similar in many respects to the views attributed 
to the sage Yajnavalkya in the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad (that the 
authors of the GK have been influenced by the Brhadaranyaka 
Upanisad is beyond question —kdrikas 25 and 26 of GK III even quote 
from the text). Such a non-dualistic state is not devoid of awareness. 
On the contrary, it is a deep insight into the nature of reality. Never¬ 
theless, “there are no notions (samjha) here.” 33 The cognizing self 
( prajhdtman) knows no distinctions, continues Yajnavalkya, as in 
sexual intercourse. 34 One important difference between Yajnavalkya and 
the authors of the GK, however, is that the former accords the highest 
status to the experience of deep sleep, whereas the latter distinguish 
between the non-awareness of sleep (susupti) and the non-discursive 
awareness of samddhi (tunya). Nevertheless, it could be argued that 
the GK is merely expounding a more sophisticated blue-print of states 
of consciousness, developed from the ideas already found in such early 
texts as the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad. In the state of deep sleep, which 
Yajnavalkya suggests brings forth knowledge of the true nature of the 
self, no sensory contacts are experienced. 


That it does not touch in that state is because, though touching then, 
it does not touch; for the toucher’s function of touching can never be 
lost, because it is imperishable. But there is not that second thing separate 
from it which it can touch. 

Because when there is a duality, as it were, them one sees something, 
one smells something, one tastes something, one hears something, one 
thinks something, one touches something, one knows something. But 
when to the knower of Brahman everything has become the Self. . . then 
what should one touch?. . .This self is that which has been described 
as “Not this, not this .’’ 35 

As I have suggested, the GK seems to make an implicit distinction 
between “ vi-jhdnaP the state of an active and diversifying conscious¬ 
ness, and “jhanaP a state of gnostic realization beyond the range of 
mundane consciousness. Jhana as such is the quiescence of all 
conscious activity. There is nothing strange in this idea; such a 
distinction can also be found in other philosophical texts 36 and is 
perhaps first pointed to in a Vedantic context in Chandogya Upanisad 
VII. 7 where dhydna (meditation) and vijhdna (understanding) are 
clearly differentiated. 37 This distinction should be kept in mind for it 
has implications for attempts to classify the philosophical position of 
the GK as “idealistic.” In the GK the images of perceiver and perceived 
( grdhya-grdhaka ) are merely vibrations of mundane consciousness 
(i vijhdna ) in its distracted ( viksipta ) aspect. Enlightenment 
( jhanaloka ), 38 however, is a radically transformative state where the 
mind no longer functions. 39 

The third prakarana describes the proper control of mental activity 
as “Brahman devoid of fear, with the illumination of jhana all 
around.” 40 In this condition: 

[There is] samddhi , devoid of all expression, risen above all thought, 
completely quiescent, ever effulgent, unmoving, and fearless. 

Where there is no thought, there is no grasping and no letting go. At that 
time jhana , established in itself, attains unoriginated equanimity 

(aja tisamata ). 

This is [called] asparsa-yoga by name, [and] it is difficult for all yogins 
to attain it. In fact, the yogins are afraid of it, seeing fear where there 
is no fear . 41 

It would appear from this that asparsayoga is a description of the 
highest form of non-conceptual enstasy (nirvikalpa samddhi ). This, 
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in fact, is the opinion put forward by Vidhushekhara Bhattacharya, 
who suggested that asparsayoga was another name for the highest 
level of Buddhist meditative attainment— nirodhasamapatti, the 
attainment of cessation. 42 However, as Griffiths notes in his discussion 
of the latter: 

The term, and its equivalent, ‘ cessation of sensation and conceptual¬ 
ization (samjndvedayitanirodha) denote a specific very precisely 
defined altered state of consciousness, one which occurs as the direct 
result of specified meditative techniques . 45 

Consequently, the equation of asparsayoga with the Buddhist 
nirodhasamapatti is not without some difficulties. What should be 
noted, however, is the possibility that asparsayoga refers not to a set 
of meditative practices but to a meditative state. Clearly, the author of 
GK III believes that for many yoga practitioners its realization is difficult 
to achieve. This would seem to imply that asparsayoga is a goal rather 
than a method. 

Asparsayoga is again referred to by name at the beginning of the 
fourth prakarana , where the author pays obeisance to it. 

I bow down to that which has been named the “Yoga of No-contact” 
for the happiness of all beings, beneficial, free from dispute and 
contradiction . 44 

The commentator remarks that, 

Asparsayoga is that yoga which has no contact or relationship with 
anything at any time; it is the very nature of Brahman. Thus, it is “indeed 
so named”; as asparsayoga, it is well-known to the knowers of 
Brahman . 45 

In the two instances where the Gaudapddiya-kdrika explicitly uses 
the term “ asparsayoga ,” particular attention is drawn to the fact that 
it is a specific, yet well known, designation . 46 The commentator also 
mentions this fact, as we have seen above, saying that the term is well T 
known to the knowers of Brahman. This perplexity has cast doubt on 
the authenticity of the commentary as one of Sankara’s works for the 
term “ asparsayoga ,” far from being a well-known Vedantic term, is 
not to be found in any of the classical Upanisads, nor, to my knowledge, 
can it be found explicitly in any work prior to the Gaudapddiya-kdrika 
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Asparsayoga: The Gaudapadian Phenomenology of Perception 

Perception is based upon the possibility of “contact” ( sparsa ) 
between a perceiver and a perceived object. An attack upon this notion 
then is fundamental to an attack upon all “realist” theories of per¬ 
ception. The Nyaya sutra , for instance, defines perception ( pratyaksa ) 
as “the determinate, unnamed, and unerring knowledge which arises 
from the contact of a sense organ with its object.” 47 This is an inherently 
dualistic understanding of experience and as such is clearly unaccept¬ 
able to the non-dualistic authors of the Gaudapadiya-karika. An attack 
upon the notion of “contact” is fundamental to a thorough-going non¬ 
dual theory of perception. In fact, it is the GK’s position that: 

Consciousness does not make contact with an object, nor even the 
appearance of an object. In fact, the object is unreal, and the appearance 
of the object is not different . 48 

The idea implicit in the Gaudapadian analysis of perception is that 
in order to be aware or to experience something, one has to have that 
thing before the mind. If experience requires contact between the mind 
and its object, then that object cannot be separate from the mind in 
the sense that we believe that it is. 49 As such, "asparsa” is a corollary 
of the theory of the non-duality of consciousness ( advaya-vada ), there 
being no possibility of contact in a non-dualistic {advaya) realm. As 
we shall see, the doctrine of the non-duality of consciousness ( vijhdna- 
advaya) is endorsed by the Gaudapadlya-karika in agreement with 
the Yogacarins. 

Thus, upon analysis, “ sparsa ” must really be “contact” between 
two things already intimately connected. In effect “ sparsa ” becomes 
“asparsa ” for it is the realization that one can only come into contact 
with that which one is already in contact with. 

Perceived by the mind of the waking one, [these things] do not exist apart 
from it. Similarly that which is perceived by it (i.e. the mind) alone is 
said to be the waking consciousness . 50 

Reality is non-dual {advaita), untouched {asparsa) and non¬ 
relational {asahga). This is the realization of asparsayoga, the goal of 
the GK’s soteriological system. It is a state of non-contact, following 
on from the dissolution of all mental activity {amanasta). Thus, “when 
the mind has become no-mind, duality is not experienced.” 51 In this 
enlightened state “there is no perception in the absence of a perceptible 
object.” 52 Thus, 
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When the mind is not asleep and is also not distracted, it is motionless 
and without image. Then it becomes Brahman. 53 

A proper analysis of the nature of perception reveals the fact that 
the mind never actually touches an object. The division of our 
experience into a “subject” and an “object” is nothing more than a 
vibration of consciousness. This consciousness is said to be permanently 
unrelated to an object. 54 In reality, all is Brahman. Thus, the GK’s final 
position on things is that there is 

Neither cessation nor origination, neither one bound, nor one practicing 
spiritual discipline, neither one aspiring for liberation nor one who is 
liberated. This is the ultimate truth. 55 

Non-contact (Asparsa) and Representation-Only (Vijnapti-matra) 

The extent of Mahayana influence on the doctrines of the 
Gaudapadiya-kdrika is not restricted to the Prajnaparamita sutras and 
the works of Nagarjuna. The author’s equation of the waking and dream 
states, the doctrine of the non-duality of perception ( advaya ) and the 
concept of asparsa-yoga , all show a reliance upon the ideas espoused 
by the early Yogacara school of Mahayana Buddhism. This will become 
apparent from our analysis of Gaudapadian epistemology. First, 
however, it is necessary to consider the nature and perspective of the 
early Yogacara school in an attempt to distinguish it from the subsequent 
adoption and adaptation of its ideas in the Gaudapadiya-kdrika . 

As the second important philosophical school to develop in Indian 
Mahayana Buddhism, the Yogacara school seems to have developed the 
distinctive features of its philosophy from a comprehensive analysis 
of meditative experience (hence the name “Yogacara”—the “practice 
of yoga.’ ’) The term ‘ ‘ yogacara ’ ’ is here used in preference to the terms 
“ Vijhaptimdtratd ” and “ vijhdnavadd" because of its wider scope 
of denotation, and independence from certain specific theoretical 
positions. This is important when dealing particularly with the early 
stages of development of the school. It should be noted, however, that 
the term ‘ ‘ Vijhaptimdtratd" (Cognitive-Representation-Only) is 
applicable with regard to the perspective of the early Yogacara (Maitreya, 
Asanga, and Vasubandhu all utilize the term), but the term “ Vijhdna- 
vdda ” (the doctrine that “consciousness [alone] exists”) is not, since 
the early Yogacarins did not accept the ultimate reality of subjective 
consciousness (vijhdna). 56 
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Asparsayoga , as a critique of correspondence theories of 
perception, appears to be the Gaudapadiya-kdrika s own “Vedantic 
version of the fundamental insight of the Yogacara tradition—the 
realization of Vijhaptimdtratd or “Representation-only.” This is the 
idea that what we perceive as objects is in actual fact only the 
representation of objects in the mind. Thus, the Madhydnta-vihhdga 
1.7 states that 

Depending upon perception, there arises non-perception, and depending 
upon non-perception, there arises non-perception. 57 

Vasubandhu explains this rather obscure verse in the following manner: 

Depending upon the perception that there are only Representations, there 
arises the non-perception of objects. Depending upon the non-perception 
of objects, there arises the non-perception of mere-representations 
(vijhaptimdtra) as well. Thus, one understands the definition of the non¬ 
existence of the perceived and the perceiver. 58 

This idea is repeated in Vasubandhu’s Trisvabhdvanirdesa, 

Through the perception that there is only thought (< zitta-matra ), there 
arises the non-perception of knowable things, through the non-perception 
of knowable things, there arises the non-perception of thought as well. 59 

The insight into the fact that we only experience representations 
of objects, and not the objects themselves leads to the realization that 
the presence of an external object is not a prerequisite for its perception 
by us. This is evident from the fact that every night in a dream we have 
a whole host of experiences and representations of objects without any 
corresponding objects “out there.” On this point Vasubandhu notes 
elsewhere that 

Perception can occur as in a dream, etc. At the time when that occurs 
an object is not seen. How then, can one speak of its perception? 60 

The argument from dream experience is one of the characteristic 
features of Yogacara thought. 61 What we perceive in actual fact, 
according to the Yogacarins is nothing more than the mind itself 
(cittamdtra). 

In the third and fourth prakaranas , the nature of dream and waking 
experiences (declared to be one (eka) and false ( vitatha ) in the second 
prakarana) are re-considered. Thus, 
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As through maya, the mind in dream vibrates with the image of two, 
so through maya , the mind in the waking state vibrates with the image 
of two. 62 

The author of the fourth prakarana of the GK grounds his 
epistemology in the notion of advaya (literally, “not two”). 63 The term 
“advayaP although not a uniquely Buddhist term, has a clear technical 
background in the Mahayana schools. In general, there appears to be 
two senses in which it is used. First, it is used as a designation of the 
Buddha’s Middle Path. In this context it refers to the fact that the 
Buddhist Path is an avoidance of the two poles of extreme views. While 
this usage is not ignored by the author of GK IV, 64 “ advaya ” is 
predominantly used in the form that became particularly associated 
with the Yogacara school, that is “not two” in the sense of the “non¬ 
duality of consciousness.” The duality rejected in this context is the 
duality of perceived and perceiver (grdbya-grahaka ) apparent in 
everyday perception. Our fundamental error is that we take this 
dichotomy to be a characteristic of “things as they are” (yathabhuta) 
and not of “things as they appear” (yathabhasa ). The use of specific 
terms from the Yogacara school in the exposition of advaya-vada 
makes Buddhist influence upon these karikas beyond doubt. 

The world appears as it does because of our attachment to the 
unreal (< abhutabhinivesa ). 65 For the GK the realization that the subject- f 

object distinction does not hold is the realization that reality is 
essentially non-dual. Only Brahman is. Our mistake is in allowing the 
mind to bifurcate into perceiver and perceived in the first place. The 
dissolution of the mind is the attainment of Brahman and the quiescence 
of all constructed ideality ( vikalpa). 

This duality, comprising of the moveable and the immoveable, is perceived 
by the mind; when the mind has become non-mind, duality is not 
experienced. 

When by knowledge of the trutn about atman , [the mind] ceases to 
imagine, it is in the state of mindlessness; there is no grasping in the 
absence of a graspable. 66 

Nevertheless, it is important to keep in the mind the fact that for 
the authors of the GK one can only attain that which already is. 

Liberation and bondage are convenient fictions. 67 To this extent it 
becomes difficult to uphold any methodology whatsoever, given that 
there is actually nothing to do. This refers us back to an earlier 


observation, that the term asparsayoga is a paradoxical one. This points 
to the dialectical tension found throughout the GK s rich, integrative, 
and innovative thought. 

In the fourth prakarana , 68 rather poetically entitled the “Peace 
of the Firebrand” (aldtasdnti), we find a detailed exposition of advaya- 
vada. There are no occurrences of the terms “ dvaita or advaita 
in this prakarana , but this in itself is not necessarily evidence of 
separate authorship. 69 In GK IV the terms advaya and dvaya 
generally refers to the dualistic perceived-perceiver complex (grdhya- 
grdhaka) and “ advaita ” and “ dvaita ” to the metaphysical doctrine 
of non-dualism In the main, the Gaudapadian philosophy of perception 
has been neglected by the later tradition of Advaita Vedanta. Sankara 
and his immediate disciples favored a correspondence theory of 
perception whereby the psyche (antahkarana) takes on the form ( vrtti ) 
of an external object. Kaplan (1987, passim.) suggests that this is a 
development of the Gaudapadian theory of perception, but this is 
clearly not the case for the GK conflates waking and dream experiences, 
while Sankara and his followers tend towards epistemological realism. 
While these two epistemological theories are not totally irreconcilable, 
it is clear that the Sankarite school implicitly accepted the reality of 
external objects, and differentiated between the waking and dreaming 
states accordingly. In this respect, the authors of the GK differ radically 
from their Vedantic successors. Nevertheless, Sankara and his followers 
do use the term “ advaya ” to refer to their own doctrine of non¬ 
dualism, but it is not a technical usage as it is in the GK. Consequently, 
a general distinction between * 4 advaya and advaita is not possible, 
the terms being in most cases largely interchangeable. 

Nevertheless, we are in danger of misrepresenting the fourth 
prakarana if we do not see the purpose behind its composition. 
Although it contains many explicit and implicit metaphysical statements 
about the nature of reality, I suggest that its primary focus is an analysis 
of mind and the nature of experience. This is not to say that the author 
of the fourth prakarana is not adhering to a non-dualistic ontology. 
Considerable time has been spent establishing the idea of non¬ 
origination ( ajdtivdda ) in the metaphysical sphere with the denial of 
all creation theories and doctrines of causation in the first three 
prakaranas , 70 but it is also important to ground this same insight in 
the epistemological realm. It is here that we find the development of 
the Gaudapadian version of consciousness-only ( citta-matra ), in the 
idea of the untouched (asparsa) and non-dual (advaya) nature of 
consciousness. The theory outlined and emphasized in the fourth 
prakarana , while having ontological implications (in terms of the 
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doctrine of advaita ), is established primarily as a phenomenology of 
consciousness i.e. as an explanation of the phenomenon of conscious 
experience. It is on the basis of this analysis of the phenomenon of 
consciousness that the GK expounds its “idealistic” epistemology 
However, given the Vedantic distinction between mundane epistem- 
ology (apara vidya) and non-dualistic gnoseology (para vidya ), this 
does not entail that the final position of the GK can be adequately 
labeled a form of idealism without some qualification. The primary 
reason for the characterization of Gaudapadian thought as “idealistic” 
is the equation of the waking and dream states. However, before we 
can consider the nature of this equation we must first contextualize 
the GK by discussing the early Yogacara philosophy which underpins 
such an equation. 

The Yogacara Phenomenology of Perception 

One of the most important features of the Yogacara “re-formu¬ 
lation” of the Middle Path is a marked movement away from the 
“negativistic” interpretation of emptiness found in the Madhyamaka 
school. For Asanga there are two types of extreme and erroneous view, 

(1) that one which dings to affirming (samaropata) the existence of what 
are nonexistent individual characteristics, having essential nature only 
through verbal designation (prajhapti ) for a given thing. . . and also (2) 
that one which, with respect to a given thing (vastu), denies 
(apavadamano) the foundation for the sign of verbal designation, which 
exists in an ultimate sense (paramarthasadbhutam ) owing to its 
inexpressible essence (nirabhilapyatmakataya) saying “absolutely 
everything is nonexistent” (sarvena sarvam nastiti). 71 

Thus, for Asanga, a universal denial (sarva-vaindsika) of the “bare 
given thing” ( vastu-matra ) is a view which strays from the Buddhist 
path (Dharma-vinaya) 72 

Neither reality (tattvd) nor [its] designation (prajhapti) would be known 
when the bare given-thing of form ( riipa ) and so forth, is denied. Both 
these views are inappropriate. 73 

An important point to note is that Asanga here explicitly criticizes 
the view that denies that there exists a “bare given-thing” ( vastu-matra) 
as the basis for the riipa-skandha . 74 Indeed, the Yogacara school seems 
to have accepted the traditional Sarvastivada division of dharmas into 
five categories, i.e. mind (< citta ), mental concomitants ( caitasikd ), form 


(: rupa ), compounded-factors independent of the mind (citta- 
viprayukta-samskara-dharmas ), and the uncompounded factors 
(< asamskrta ). 75 This seems to be at variance with the “naive idealism” 
usually attributed to Yogacara thought. It should be made clear from 
the outset then that the Yogacara school is far more complex in its 
understanding of the nature of experience than is usually 
acknowledged. 

It must be realized, however, that the abhidharmic taxonomy of 
the Yogacara school (usually said to consist of one hundred specific 
dharmic types) is only provisional. Such conceptual categories are 
existent only in a purely conventional and nominal sense (prajhapti - 
sat). In his Abhidharmasamuccaya, for instance, Asanga criticizes the 
idea that matter (riipa) is a substantial and independent existent. 76 Thus, 

It is said that a mass of matter (r up as a m u day a ) is composed of atoms 
(paramanu ). Here the atom should be understood to be without a 
physical body (nihsarlra). The atom is determined (vyavasthana) in the 
final analysis (paryantaprabheda) by the intellect (buddhyd), in view 
of the abandonment (vibhavana) of the notion of an aggregate 
(pindasamjha ), and in view of the penetration into the relativity 77 of 
matter as a substance (dravyaparinispattipravesa). 

This argument was extended further by Asanga’s brother Vasubandhu 
in his Vimsatikd 78 with an attack upon the realist notion of matter 
(rupa) as a substance existing independently of the experiencing 
subject. Whether this is a case of idealism depends to a large extent 
upon one’s understanding of the term. Certainly, much of Asanga’s work 
presupposes a distinction between material and immaterial, and external 
and internal. Indeed, in the Abhidharmasamuccaya 79 Asanga describes 
the grasping subject of perceptions (grdhaka) as the material sense- 
organ (rupindriya) , the mind (citta), and the mental factors (caitasika). 
The inclusion of a gross sense-faculty in the analysis of the subject is 
hardly what one would expect from an idealistic analysis. Again, in the 
same work, 80 Asanga makes a distinction between internal and external 
sensations (ddhyatma/bahirdhd vedand). Internal sensation is “that 
which is produced from one’s own body ( kdycij\ while its external 
counterpart is “that produced by an external body.” 81 However, in 
Mahdydnasamgraha 1.22 the notion of an external seed (bahya) is said 
to be purely conventional (samvrta) while that of an internal seed 
(ddhydtmika) is said to be ultimate (paramdrthika) . 82 Whether Asanga 
is an idealist or not, internal or subjective states (ddhydtmika) are given 
more validity than those based upon external (bahya) stimuli. 
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Clearly, no category can be left untouched by the Mahayana 
deconstruction of conceptual referents. Thus in the prakaraprabheda 
section of the Abhidharmasamuccaya (1.2) Asanga considers the 
skandhas, dhatus , and dyatanas from sixteen points of view, as 
substance and designation (< dravya/prajhapti ), conventional and 
ultimate (:samvrti-sat/paramdrtha-sat ), conditioned and uncondi¬ 
tioned ( samskrta/asantskrta ), mundane and supramundane (1 laukika/ 
lokottara), time and space, dependent-origination (pratnyasamutpdda) 
etc. with the intention of demonstrating that there is no “self” in any 
of these factors and that they are thus both empty and without a 
substantial referent. In such a philosophical environment, neither 
material form ( rupa ), nor internal consciousness ( vijhana) can 
ultimately stand the test. All are equally lacking in an abiding or 
permanent nature (atmari). 

However, this is not necessarily “idealism” in the strict sense, being 
more a form of “anti-realist de-constructionism.”” Nagarjuna in his 
Yuktisastika 8 ' also maintains that: 

34: mahabhutadi vijhane proktam samavarudhyate, tajjhdne vigamam 
yati nanu mithya vikalpitam. 

Such things spoken of as the great elements, are absorbed in 
consciousness. They are dissolved by understanding them. Certainly, they 
are falsely discriminated. 

37: jig rten ma rig rkkyen can du //gait phyir sans rgyas mams gsuhs 
pa,’ di yi phyir na' jig rten' di. mam rtogyin zes cts mi' thad. 

Since the Buddhas have stated that the world is conditioned by ignorance, 
how is it not reasonable that this world therefore is a [result of] 
discrimination (vikalpa). 

“ Vikalpa ” is variously rendered as “discursive thought,” “con¬ 
ceptual construction” or “discrimination” by western translators. It 
refers to the cognitive process whereby one “constructs” one’s picture 
of the world. According to the general Buddhist understanding of this 
process the discrimination of an “object” is fundamentally based upon 
the function of contrasting and distinguishing it from another ‘ ‘object.’ ’ 
Thus, in the discrimination (vikalpa) of a table in our perceptions one 
is involved in a selective procedure whereby the given qualities 
attributed to that table are established by contrasting them w ith those 
of something else (e.g., a chair). This is Buddhist semantic theory 
(apohavada) applied to the perceptual sphere. The attractiveness of 
the apoha theory for the Buddhist lies in the fact that one can define 
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(either linguistically or experientially) a “given object” without 
necessarily attributing any substantiality to it. Thus, a “cow” is defined 
as that which is “not-horse,” “not-dog,” “not-table,” etc. Such a theory 
allows for the establishment of a world of conceptual boundaries 
without the necessity of postulating a given substantial basis for those 
distinctions. 

The idea that vikalpa (discursive thought) is the cause of the 
manifestation of samsara is nothing new to Mahayana Buddhism. 
Where Asanga and his successors are breaking new philosophical 
ground is in the development of a systematic abhidharma-style analysis 
of experience based upon the notion that all factors are empty (sarve 
dharmah sunyah). 

In his Tattvartha chapter of the Bodhisattvabhumi Asanga 
describes the eight types of discriminations (vikalpa) caused by 
“incomplete knowledge (aparijhatatva) of suchness ( tathata ).” 85 
These vikalpas are the source of all samsaric experience. Consequently, 
their manifestation results in the arising of the three bases (tri-vastu) 
of experience, i.e. the subjective and objective poles of perception, and 
the primary afflictions (klesa). The following scheme can be outlined 
from the Tattvartha 86 : 

1. svabhdvavikalpa —“discrimination of intrinsic nature.” 

This vikalpa posits an assumed nature to an object. 

2. visesavikalpa —“discrimination of particularity.” 

This vikalpa delineates distinctions and qualities within the 
given object. It is an awareness of specificity and has the 
function of particularizing the object of svabhdvavikalpa. 

3. pindagrahavikalpa —“discrimination grasping a whole.” 

This is the reification of a flow of variegated dharmas so as to 
appear as a single entity or compound. Thus, it accounts for 
our attribution of such terms as “self” (atma), sentient being 
(sattva), living being (jiva) to these multiple dharmas, as well 
as our attribution of “house,” “army,” and “forest” etc. 

These three produce the “given thing” (vastu) known as 
form and so on ( riipddi '), which serves as the foundation 
(adhisthana) and objective-support (dlambana) for all 
conceptual proliferation \prapahca). Thus in the Abhidharma¬ 
samuccaya, rupa is described as the support of existents 
(bhutasraya). 8 ’ One may note at this point that this is little more 
than a further sophistication and refinement of Nagarjuna s 
statement in Yuktisastika v.34. 
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4. aham iti vikalpa —“discrimination of T” 

5. mameti vikalpa —“discrimination of ‘mine’” 

When a given-thing is grasped (« abhinivista ), there arise the views 
of “self” (dtma) and “belongs to self” (dtmiyatd). This is the reifying 
view of self (satkayadrsti), which takes the interdependently-arisen 
object (vastupratityotp ady ate) to be placed there by one’s own view 
(svam drsti-sthamyam). Thus, (4) is the reification of the five skandhas 
in terms of a persisting, independent entity, and (5) is the reification 
of “objects” as existent in the form in which they are perceived. 
Together, these two produce the base (vastu) which results in the 
reifying view of self (satkayadrsti) and the roots of all other views, 
i.e., pride (mana) and egocentricity (asmi-mdna). 

6 . priyavikalpa discrimination of the agreeable.” 

7. apriyavikalpa discrimination of the disagreeable.” 

8. ubhaya-viparitovikalpa —“discrimination contrary to these.” 

these three vikalpas and their respective objective-supports 
(dlambana) produce the three primary afflictions (klesa), i.e., desire 
(rdga), hatred (dvesa), and delusion (moha). 

there are many interesting ideas that can be gleaned from an 
analysis of this scheme. It is clear that the afflictions (klesa) of the 
unenlightened manifest themselves through our passions, prejudices 
and belief-systems. All of these are involved in the process of having 
an experience, even at the most rudimentary perceptual level. Asanga’s 
system allows for a complex understanding of the perceptual process. 
Ah experience is conceptual (savikalpa) and value-laden (that is 
“colored” or distorted by the Mesas). To adapt a common English 
expression, we all see the world through “colored spectacles.” 
Nevertheless, one can discern different stages within this process of 
conceptualization and distortion. In the scheme outlined above, for 
instance, Asanga appears to be differentiating between three “stages” 
of grasping an object. Firstly, there is the initial imposition of an 
“intrinsic nature” to the percept. It is the designation of that given- 
thing as a recognisable and definable (svalaksana) entity (i e the 
awareness of the percept x). Secondly, there is the differentiation of 
characteristics within the given-thing, (i.e., it is the moment when we 
are aware for instance that x is blue). Thirdly, we have what Asanga 
calls the discrimination which grasps a whole” (pindagrahavikalpa). 
This is the attribution of a persisting and self-identical entity to a flow 
of percepts (i.e. postulating a substantial object based upon the 
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continuity of percepts, as in the case where we believe that we are 
looking at a blue disc that is both separate from and a cause of our 
experience of a series of x’s. 

These “stages” are followed by (or perhaps simultaneous with) the 
establishment of the “subjective” and “objective” poles of experience 
(aham iti and mameti-vikalpas). The final stage, and the most 
prevalent, is the emotional reaction to these conceptualizations in terms 
of the three primary afflictive emotions, i.e. passion (rdga), aversion 
(dvesa), and confusion (moha). Of course, like the much older Buddhist 
scheme of the five skandhas that it is intended to supplement, the 
distinctions between these various stages in the perceptual process are 
merely heuristic and didactic. Both the eight vikalpas and the three 
bases (tri-tyastu) which they engender are all mutually related and inter- 
dependemfy-arisen. Thus, desire could not arise unless there was a view 
of self and vice versa. This is the perpetual wheel of rebirth (samsara). 
Nevertheless, the divisions between the eight vikalpas are interesting 
because they highlight Asanga’s complex analysis of the perceptual 
process. 88 

In his Mahaydnasamgraha (11.20) and again in his Abhidharma- 
samuccaya (III.2), 89 Asanga outlines an alternative scheme based upon 
10 vikalpas. The delight in the composition of comprehensive lists and 
exhaustive (and often overlapping) categories is a major stylistic feature 
of Asanga’s works. His analytical mind was perfectly attuned to the task 
of compiling a Mahayana Abhidharma. One should note, however, that 
all of these conceptual schemes and analytical lists are purely for 
didactic purposes; in the Mahayana all conceptual systems are ultimately 
misleading, being based upon distinctions and abstractions that have 
no basis in reality. This point should not be overlooked when examining 
Asanga’s thought. The proliferation of different (yet not contradictory) 
conceptual schemes is purely provisional, being an example of skill in 
means (upaya-kausalya). These conceptual schemes are comple¬ 
mentary because of their inherently provisional status. As such, they 
are not seen as attempts to contribute to the incessant proliferation of 
concepts (prapahca) that is the bane of the bodhisattva’s quest for 
the universal salvation of all beings. We should not expect Asanga to 
express a clearly defined and consistent set of categories throughout 
his voluminous literary output since his motive is primarily soterio- 
logical and “therapeutic.” To miss this fact is to forget that for all 
Buddhists, the alleviation of suffering is the raison d’etre of 
philosophical speculation. It would not be overly strange then, given 
the Mahayana de-construction of all postulated entities and the 
consequent provisional nature of all conceptual systems, to see the 
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utilization of a number of “methods” of teaching. Janice Dean Willis, 
for instance, suggests that Asanga utilized a number of different methods 
( upaya ) in his exposition of the Dharma. 

One was the invention of an “ontological psychological’’ model for 
explaining the bifurcation of apparent reality into a subject and an 
object. . . Another was what might be called a nominalist approach. . .Yet 
another was the extremely important introduction of a new schema in 
which the model of the so-called “three natures’’ {trisvabhavas or 
trilaksana) is used to extend and supplement the older Mahayana formula 
of the “two truths.’’ 90 

Nevertheless, this is not to say that Asanga is a “sloppy” and 
uncritical thinker. In fact, on the contrary, he was clearly one of the 
greatest systematizes that Buddhism and India have ever produced. Nor 
is it to suggest that the classical Yogacara of Asanga and Vasubandhu 
has nothing to say on the philosophical problems of the day; indeed, 
as should already be clear, the Yogacara upholds a complex theory 
regarding the nature of consciousness and the perceptible world upon 
which it “feeds.” What must be remembered, however, is that for the 
Mahayanist ultimately all theories are means (a upaya ) to an end; maps 
for the following of the path (marga). Like all maps, theories have little 
use outside their essentially provisional and indicative (prujhapti ) 
purpose. This is because from a Mahayana point of view conceptual 
systems are necessarily distorted representations (vijnapti) of the actual 
state of things {yathabhuta ). This is the nature of language and all purely 
intellectual attempts to grasp perfect wisdom. 

In the Tattvartha chapter of the Bodhisattvabhumi , Asanga 
outlines the complex process whereby the individual perpetuates his 
or her experience of the wheel of samsdra . 

this whole process is composed of two elements only: discursive thought 
{vikalpa), and the given thing ( vastu ), whic r * then becomes the mental 
support (alambana) of discursive thought and the foundation of 
discursive thought. It should be understood that these two are mutually 
caused ( anyonya hetuka) and without beginning in time. 91 

From this, the following scheme can be outlined: 

vastu »»» alambana »»» vastu »»» alambana 
(vikalpa) (vikalpa) (vikalpa) 


Note that vikalpa and vastu are mutually interdependent ( anyonya- 
hetuka). There can be no discursive thought without a given thing as 
its basis. Nevertheless (and this is the primary insight of the Buddhist 
notion of experience), the perception of a given thing is distorted by 
the individual’s attachment to the constructions of the discursive mind. 
This is dependent-origination (pratttyasamutpada ) explained in an 
experiential context. 

As we have seen, vikalpa is the conceptualizing tendency of the 
mind which categorizes and reifies the given-thing {vastu), which is 
actually nothing other than a stream of perceptions, so as to appear 
as a subsisting, permanent, and independent object {artha). These 
perceptions, under the influence of such false conceptual constructions, 
become an objective-support {alambana) of consciousness and a 
subsequent source of attachment {abhinivesa). Each experience leaves 
a subliminal impression ( vasana ) in the individual’s ‘subconscious 
(the dlayavijhana) that acts as a seed (blja) for the future ripening of 
further experiences of a like nature (the arising of the vipdkavijhana 
or “fruition-consciousness”). Each new perception (the purely given- 
thing or “ vastu-mdtra ”), is the coming to fruition {vipaka) of a stored 
{dlaya) memory {smrti or vijnana) or karmic trace {vasana) caused 
by our persistent attachment to the constructed (parikalpita) aspects 
of perception. This leads to an interminable vicious circle, that can only 
be relinquished upon the realization that our perception is just that and 
nothing else {vijhaptimdtra). This is the “establishment” (a misnomer 
if ever there was one) of the bodhisattva in apratisthita nirvana (un¬ 
fixed nirvana) and the realization of nirvikalpa-jhdna (non-conceptual 
knowledge). Thus, the bodhisattva being “of no fixed abode,” rides 
the waves of samsdra, being “in” it and yet beyond it. 

Thus, with regard to the bodhisattva, Asanga declares that: 

Moreover, because discursive thought ( vikalpa ) does not arise, there is 
no future generation of a given-thing {vastu) having that as its support 
{alambana). Thus for him discursive thought, along with the given thing 
ceases (nirodha). This should be understood as the cessation of all 
proliferation {prapahca ). 92 

Classical Yogacara, in its de-construction of accepted Abhtdharmtc 
concepts, continues in the tradition of the Prajnaparamita. Asanga and 
Vasubandhu both attack the notion of the independent existence of 
material form (rupa). However, despite the fact that rupa is not an 
ultimate category (there being no ultimate categories for the Mahayana), 
there is nevertheless “something there” as the basis of the rupa- 
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skandha. In the assertion of a basis (asraya) of a given-thing ( vastu ), 
we have here a radical departure from the Madhyamaka tradition that 
preceded Asanga. Thus, the Tattvartha declares that: 

Hence, whenever a dharma is termed (samjhakam) form etc. ( riipadi ), 
that given-thing is void of identity (< atmana sunyarn) with the verbal 
designation “form” etc. Then, what remains in that place when a given- 
thing is termed form etc? As follows: just the basis (asraya) of the verbal 
designation “form” etc, When one know both those as they really are— 
namely, that there is just a given-thing ( vastu-mdtra ) and there is just 
a verbal designation (prajhapti-matra ) for just a given-thing—then he 
neither affirms ( samaropayati ) the existence of what is non-existent nor 
denies what is existent. 93 

For Asanga, although material form does not ultimately exist, the 
dharmas which form the basis of its designation nevertheless remain. 
This is the inexpressible nature of all dharmas (nirabhilapya 
svabhavatci). All dharmas are momentary (ksanika ) and so cannot be 
pinpointed or given a “name”; nevertheless they are present and as 
such provide the perceptual basis for the attribution of names. This 
is Asanga s understanding of the Middle Path being an avoidance of the 
extremes of “realism” ( astivada ) and nihilism (vainasika, prajhapti- 
matra-vada). Soteriologically, it means that liberation ( nirvana ) is not 
to be found in the relinquishment of samsara, but in the “detached” 
immersion of the bodhisattva in the whirlpool of existence. This is 
the motif adopted in the Heart-Sutra ( Hrdayasutra ) and the Diamond- 
Sutra ( Vajraccbedikaprajhdparamitasutrd ), where we find the same 
“spiral-staircase” of dialectical reasoning, where accepted categories 
are refuted, then fully comprehended, and then re-affirmed from a 
higher perspective (that of perfected wisdom). Thus, 

' F 

iha Sariputra rupam simyata simyataiva rupam 

Here, O Sariputra, form is emptiness, and emptiness is form. 

This brief phrase sums up the characteristic style of the shorter 
Prajnaparamita texts and indeed of the Prajnaparamita as a whole. 
Wayman suggests that the shorter texts, and the Vajracchedika in 
particular, show the influence of Yogacara ideas. 94 Certainly the verse 
just mentioned can be reconciled to Asahga’s qualified denial of the 
rupa-skandha , (combined with the affirmation .of its perceptual 
support, devoid of prapahea). 
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Through the dialectical method endorsed in the Prajnaparamita one 
first negates the categories of the world. Then, through a thorough 
understanding of emptiness, one realizes that it is only because 
everything is empty that anything can be said to come into existence 
in the first place. This isn’t so much a real negation, as an acceptance 
that emptiness is the only manner in which something can be said to 
“exist” This is in fact what Nagarjuna means when he says that 
emptiness is dependent origination (MMK 24.18), and is one of the 
primary reasons why sunyata is not nihilism. Form can only e 
understood if it is understood to be empty of its own being. For the 
Yogacarins form (rupa) exists but only as an unreal construction 
(abhitta-parikalpa). Samsara then is an evanescent bubble that needs 
pricking. However, once the bubble’s evanescence is realized there is 
no longer any need to prick it since it no longer holds any sway over 
us. The consequences of this is that in the last analysis even the via 
negativa endorsed by the Prajnaparamita is itself superseded. The 
affirmation, initially made from an ignorant point of view is re-affirmed 
but from a new and higher perspective (that of the ultimate truth gained 
through perfect wisdom). One way of expressing the Prajnaparamita 
position is to say that it does not deny the existence of form (rupa), 
but in fact re affirms it from the standpoint of the emptiness of form. 
It is only because something is empty that it can even be said to exist. 
This is a thorough-going attack on the presuppositions of “substan- 
tialist” thought. 

Experientially, perfect wisdom is the consequence of samathavipa- 
syanayuganaddha or 1 tranquility combined with insight.’ Having seen 
the evanescence of all dharmas and thereby negating them, one then 
returns to one’s original position, but this time with the benefits of the 
new meditative insight (prajha). Dharmas are still there, but now 
it is understood that they are not the self-sufficient “entities” that they 
were once thought to be. This is experiencing with complete insight 
(vipasyand) and yet remaining unaffected and unpeturbed (samatha). 
This is also penetration into the selflessness or emptiness of all dharmas, 
and correlates with the Mahayana idea that there is no difference 
between samsara and nirvana . Such an insight is the ultimate 
redemption of the conventional realm. For the Yogacarin in particular, 
but by no means exclusively, it is the question of the difference between 
a defiled and ignorant mind and a pure and enlightened mind. The 
bodhisattva as an example of the latter, remains in samsara, but is 
always “above it.” 
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The hodhisattva , as an enlightened being, is in a state of complete 
tranquility conjoined with insight (samathavipasyanayuganaddha) 
Such a being understands that all dharmas are evanescent yet never¬ 
theless continues to experience them. Thus, the bodhisattva is said to 
reside in the nirvana of “no fixed abode” (apratisthita nirvana ). The 
philosophical problems of how someone devoid of all discursive 
thought ( vikalpa ) could then continue to experience a world of con¬ 
ceptual constructions was one that provided the focus for some debate 
in the Yogacara school. 95 

In this section we have considered the Yogacara understanding of 
perception and have come to the conclusion that the description of 
the school as “idealistic,” while an understandable interpretation, is 
problematic to say the least. The early texts of the Yogacara school 
display an interest in the nature of experience which largely “brackets 
out ” discussion of the reality or unreality of an external world. Asanga 
is primarily interested in the dynamics of experience and as such 
restricts the parameters of legitimate philosophical discourse to “that 
which is given [in experience] and nothing else” ( vastu-matra ). We 
are now in a position to consider the applicability of the term 
idealism again—this time in the case of the GK. In examining the 
early Advaita position it should be noted that the early Yogacara thought 
to which the GK is indebted might be more accurately described as 
“phenomenological” rather than “idealistic” since ontological asser¬ 
tions (. samaropa ) and negations (apavada) of an independently 
existing external world are avoided (“bracketed out”?) in the Yogacara’s 
quest to avoid extremes and remain true to the experiential event. This 
should be kept in mind when considering the use of Yogacara ideas 
in the Gaudapadlya-kdrika. 

The Non-Veridicality (Vaitathya) of Waking 
and Dream Experiences in the GK 

Just as a dream and illusion and a castle in the air are seen, so is seen 
this whole universe by those well-versed in the Vedantas. 96 

The idea that the world is like a dream is given philosophical 
backing in the second and fourth prakaranas where the GK continues 
its exposition of the truth of non-origination through an analysis of 
the waking and dream states of consciousness. Between them, these 
two states constitute our entire experience of diversity. Thus, any 
attempt to derive the doctrines of non-origination (< ajativada ), and non- 
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dualism {advaita) from empirical experience must deal with the 
appearance of such diversity. 

The common sense realist argues that waking and dream experience 
fundamentally differ. Perceptions in the waking state correspond to a 
real, substantial, and external world, while experiences in the dream 
state are figments of our imagination, merely existing “in the mind.” 
The author of GK II subverts this distinction with a series of arguments 
designed to show the similarity of the two states. 

Waking experience is claimed to have a practical utility and a 
continuity that is not found in a dream. Against this it is argued that 
the utility of waking experience is in fact contradicted by virtue of the 
fact that it is constantly interrupted by dreams. 97 The commentator 
(Sankara?) points out that just as eating food in a dream will not satisfy 
the waking person, one can eat a huge meal while awake and yet still 
dream that one has not eaten for days. If dreams displayed no coherence 
for the agent, it would be impossible to make any sense of such 
experiences while they were occurring. 

The weird and wonderful character of dreams is determined by the 
particular state of the dreaming subject (sthanidharma). What is strange 
from the perspective of the waking state is in fact a normality for the 
dreamer. 98 Even the distinction between inner thought and outer 
perception can be found in the dream state. 99 If this were not so, one 
would always be a lucid dreamer i.e. one would always know that one 
was in a dream, and this is quite obviously not the case. The same 
distinctions can be found in both the waking and the dream states. Thus 
the two states are taken to be one. 100 

According to this analysis the correct criterion for dismissing dream 
experiences as non-veridical ( vitatha ) is their lack of continuity, i.e. 
at some time or other the dream world is contradicted by the experience 
of the other states of consciousness. This criterion of course also applies 
to the waking state. The only time that we “step outside” waking 
experience is when we are in one of the other states of consciousness, 
i.e. dream, deep sleep, or meditation ( samadhi). In all three of these 
other spheres, the world as we experience it in the waking state is 
contradicted. 

GK IV.25 concords with this analysis, suggesting that, 

From a logical point of view it is held that a designation ( prajhapti ) has 
an objective reference ( nimitta)-, 

from the point of view of reality, it is said that [there is] no objective- 
reference for an objective-referent. 101 
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There are in fact no objective grounds from which we can validate our 
own experience. With regard to the dream and waking states, both are 
false since both are limited, having a beginning and an end. Reality must 
always be. The only thing which stands the test is Brahman, which is 
eternally unborn. All dualistic experience is false because it fails to live 
up to the standard of immutability. Thus, throughout the second, third, 
and fourth prakaranas we find our authors stating that, 

That which does not exist in the beginning and end, also [does not exist] 
in the present. 102 

This is one of the most frequently repeated phrases of the Gauda- 
pcufiya-karika ; for something to be real, it cannot ever have come into 
existence, or ever cease to be. 103 It is a succinct statement of ajativada , 
the doctrine of non-origination. 

“Enclosure” and the World within the Mind 

The second prakarana states that the cause of the unreality of 
objects in the dream state is their “enclosure” ( samvrtah ), that is their 
“location within” (< antahsthana ). Karmarkar says that “Things seen 
in a dream are admitted to be false, because they are seen within the 
body in a very limited space.” 104 Virtually all commentators follow this 
line of interpretation, stemming as it does from Sankara’s(?) commentary. 
There it is explained that objects experienced in a dream are unreal 
for “mountains or elephants cannot possibly exist within the limited 
space of a body” 

However, in GK II.4 the same reason is given for the unreality of 
objects in the waking state. What sense are we to make of the statement 
that external objects are unreal because they are “enclosed” within the 
body? Although the “spatial limitations” argument can be used against 
the veridicality of dream experiences (there being no problem here since 
common sense beliefs do not attribute externality to dream objects), 
the same argument fails to stand up to rational consideration when 
applied to waking experience. 105 In the fourth prakarana , the falsity 
(mrsa) of the dream state is argued for on just such grounds, again using 
the term samvrta , “enclosed.” Thus, IV:33 says: 

All dharmas in a dream are false on account of their perception within 
the body. How can there be the perception of existing things within this 
confined space? 106 


“Enclosure within the body” can hardly be the meaning of the term 
in the context of GK II.4 since it would make no sense to argue that 
the “external” world of waking experience existed within our own 
body because the body itself is a material object and part of that world. 
Besides, IV. 33 is discussing dharmas not bhavas, which may be a 
different case altogether. 107 In this context, therefore, it seems more 
likely that the argument refers to “enclosure within” the mind. 108 This 
makes statements such as IV.36—“all things perceived by the mind 
(citta) are insubstantial,” 109 appear more appropriate. On this under¬ 
standing of the verses, it is our error in attributing “otherness” to the 
world that is called into question. The problem amounts to mistaking 
the experiences of the mind as something other than the mind. The 
denial of “otherness” or separation is a basic tenet of the non-dualistic 
(advaita ) tradition and here the author of GK IV is establishing advaita 
through a critique of correspondence theories of perception. 110 

The Status of the Waking and Dream Worlds in Classical Advaita Vedanta 

In his Brahmasiitrabhasya, Sankara clearly differentiates dreaming 
and waking experience in that dreams are false and illusory whereas 
waking experience is veridical, having an external cause. 111 The authors 
of the second, third, and fourth prakaranas of the GK, however, do 
not accept the distinction between waking and dream experience. I he 
equality of the two states of consciousness is argued for in the fourth 
prakarana in terms of a theory of perception that has clear antecedents 
in the Yogacara school of Mahayana Buddhism. According to the GK, 
consciousness never actually comes into contact with an external object. 
Neither waking nor dream experience “touches an external world. 

This in itself does not necessarily prevent a conventional ( samvrti- 
satya) distinction between waking and dreaming experience being 
drawn, a point emphasized by Sankara. It may still be the case that there 
is an independent and external world that corresponds in some way 
to our waking experience of it, while in the case of dream experiences 
there is no such external correspondence. The point of the arguments 
in the second and fourth prakaranas is that such a distinction has no 
independent means of corroboration. It cannot therefore be an ultimate 
truth (paramartha-saiya). This is the point stressed in GK IV.25 
(previously quoted). From a logical (or perhaps ‘ ‘common-sense’ ) point 
of view ( yukti-darsana ), it would be a mistake to say that a designation 
(prajhapti ) has no objective referent. Nevertheless, such referents 
themselves have no objective means of verification. 112 
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The only manner in which one could validate the postulated 
correspondence between experience and object would be to “step 
outside” the confines of that experience. The GK’s point is that every 
time this is done we find ourselves confronted with a conflicting set 
of data, that is, we find ourselves in the states of sleep, dream, or 
samadhi , none of which substantiate waking experience. For the GK 
then, all experience is “state-bound;” the only way in which the 
veridicality of an experience can be validated is to be literally “out of 
one’s mind.” This is the “ metanoia ” (amanasta) of the enlightened 
being and is to be achieved through the practice of yoga. It is only then 
that Brahman, the ultimate reality, can be directly perceived. 

The arguments that are put forward in the GK establish the reasons 
why we take dream experiences to be false (when we are awake). Those 
reasons are not based upon the fact that our experiences correspond 
to a world of real, external objects, but upon the coherence of each 
experience in relation to our general set of experiences (and the 
presuppositions and prejudicial views that go along with them). This 
is a “coherence” rather than a “correspondence” theory of perception. 
The idea that the mind could ever come into contact with an external 
and independent reality is a fallacious one. 

In this case, one can agree with Stephen Kaplan’s “phenomen¬ 
ological interpretation” of these kdrikds . 115 The basic thrust of the 
equation of waking and dream experiences is the realization that these 
two types of experience are equal in the sense that what we perceive 
is the appearance (abhasa) of an object and not the object itself. This 
is not so much a denial of an independent world of objects but rather 
a denial that such a world could have any bearing upon experience, 
which is wholly an activity of consciousness. 

It may well be the case that the description of the philosophy of 
the Gaudapadlya-karika as “idealistic” is as misleading as it is for the 
works of the early Yogacarins Asanga and Vasubandhu. 114 This is a 
problem that has found its way to the forefront of Western approaches 
to Indian philosophy and I suggest that the question can never be 
adequately -resolved until we are more precise about the meaning of 
the term “idealism.” Many of the philosophical systems that developed 
in India were closely linked to a religious tradition and consequently 
cannot be understood purely in terms of the western term ‘ ‘ philo¬ 
sophic 1 — the love of wisdom for its own sake. In Vedanta and 
Buddhism wisdom procures liberation. The soteriological intent of 
much of Indian philosophy is a point that has been stressed in the past 
to the point of banality. Nevertheless, it is a fact that should not be 
overlooked. In understanding Indian systems of thought from a Western 


perspective, it is important to acknowledge the background of many 
doctrines and theories in actual religious practice. In the case of the 
Yogacara school, for instance, Schmithausen has demonstrated the way 
in which the school’s distinctive philosophical position is established 
as a result of reflection upon the nature of the meditative experience 
{samadhi) and its consequences for so-called “normative” states of 
mind. 115 

Both the Yogacara and Vedanta systems place a great deal of 
importance on the attainment of some form of non-discursive 
(; nirvikalpa ) “enlightenment” experience, sometimes referred to as 
* yogi-pratyaksa , the direct-perception of reality by the yogin. Such an 

experience is claimed to be of a radically different order when 
compared to the experiences of most human beings. Indeed, the 
distinction between the enlig'itenment-experience of insight (prajha) 
and the everyday experiences of unenlightened individuals is vitally 
important to the social structure of the religious community in India. 
Sociologically, the difference between levels of attainment and 
knowledge clearly demarcates the religious specialist i.e. the bhiksu or 
the samnydsl, from the lay community at large. For the religious 
layperson, such a distinction provides an ideal or an archetype to be 
lived up to and respected in others, while for the religious specialist 
it functions as a religious “status symbol,” providing a clearly defined 
and hierarchical path of meditative attainment. 

The distinction between “mundane” (apara) and “supramundane” 
(para) levels of knowledge ( vidya) is found throughout Indian religious 
thought and Buddhism and Vedanta are no exceptions. The distinction 
is often expressed in terms of the axiological polarity between defiled 
and pure states of mind, or sometimes between mundane consciousness 
(vijhdna : episteme) and supramundane insight (jhdna: gnosis). 116 It 
is in the context of this distinction that the question of the appro¬ 
priateness of the Western term “idealism” is to be considered in relation 
to these philosophical systems. 

The GK has an idealistic epistemology, that is it propounds a theory 
? of (mundane) knowledge (pramana) in which the objects of experience 

are said to be “constructed” in some manner by the dispersive mind 
(vijhdna). The world of our experience is nothing more than a series 
of images (abhasa) caused by the fluctuations of consciousness 
(vijhdna-spaudita). This is where the idea of an independent and 
external world of objects comes from. Clearly then in our everyday 
experience of waking, dreaming, and sleeping we are living a lie; we 
are ignorant in that we fail to realize that the objective world that 
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confronts us is made up of images caused by our own disturbed state 
of mind. 

This all sounds remarkably like straightforward idealism. Never¬ 
theless, the GK maintains that there is a wholly different type of 
“experience.” This is the fourth state of awareness (turiya) discussed 
in GK I. In this supramundane state of knowledge the ignorance 
(avidya) and constructed ideality ( vikalpita ) of the so called “norma¬ 
tive” states of experience are completely absent. In turiya or samadhi 
the yogin has a direct perception {pratyaksa ) of “things as they are” 
(yathabhiita ). This gnosis (jnana) is a direct apprehension of Brahman, 
the supreme reality. The distinction between epistemological idealism 
(i.e. the theory that “normative” experience isaproduct ofa vibrating 
consciousness or vijhdna) and a “gnoseological” realism (i.e the theory 
that a substantive and mind-independent reality is directly perceived 
in supramundane gnosis or jnana) is crucial to a correct appraisal of 
the sophistication of Gaudapadian thought. 

The unqualified description of the philosophy of the GK as 
idealistic is inappropriate insofar as the text posits a substantial reality 
(Brahman) wholly independent of the mind and its constructions. 
Nevertheless, the text also suggests that the world as we know it in 
mundane and unenlightened experience is largely an idealistic con¬ 
struction. The world as experienced by the religious specialist (the 
enlightened one, buddha ), however, is not one of ideality ( vikalpita ). 
It is in fact a direct perception of “reality as it is” (yathabhiita). So 
from the GK’s point of view all unenlightened individuals are idealists, 
in practice if not in theory, in that they experience a realm of ideality 
constructed by their own minds. In contrast to this all enlightened 
individuals experience reality not ideality. 

As we have seen, the Gaudapadiya-karikd consistently denies that 
the world is an idealistic creation of the individual. 117 Nevertheless, all 
that the unenlightened mind comes into contact with in the so-called 
“normative” states of consciousness (i.e. the waking, dream, and deep 
sleep states) are the activities (spandita) of the mind itself. This is the 
adoption of the Yogacara notion of Vijhaptimdtratd by the Gauda- 
padiya-kdrika , a point perhaps noted by the commentator, who 
describes Gaudapada’s position as “ jhaptimatra .” 118 For the com¬ 
mentator these arguments are adopted from the “ Vijhdnavadins ” to 
combat realism and as such they seem to have been understood to be 
of a provisional nature. 119 From the text of the GK, however, there is 
no evidence to suggest that this is not the author’s own definitive 
position (siddhdnta). 
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Maya in the Gaudapadlya-karika 

This brings us to another important notion in the Gaudapadlya- 
karika —that of mdyd. The authors of the GK do not develop the 
notion of maya to any great extent. This is probably because they had 
little interest in the idea, the primary focus of the GK being the truth 
of non-origination. Equally, the reason the notion of maya shows little 
in the way of systematic development may reflect that fact that for the 
authors of the GK maya is, in the final analysis, incomprehensible 
(, acintya). uo This could be seen as a possible precursor of the classical 
Advaita Vedanta doctrine of the indeterminability of maya ( maya- 
anirvacanlya-vada). However, one should beware of reading back 
views into the karikas for there is no consistently developed doctrine 
of maya in the Gaudapadlya-karika. Debate about the nature of maya 
was left to the GK’s successors. 

Nevertheless, one can discern certain key points in the GK s 
conception of maya. Traces of \fedic influence can be found in certain 
references to maya as some sort of ‘ ‘divine power of atman in the 
second and third prakaranas . ,2 > Notable is a quotation referring to the 
birth of Indra through maya in GK III. 122 In GK 1.17, however, the 
existence of the world is rejected on the grounds that it is merely 
maya ” ( mdydmatra ). This accords with GK III.27 where maya is 
placed in direct opposition to tattva, reality. It is this opposition, 
maya r. tattva which is central to the Gaudapadian understanding of 
the term. 

The birth of an existent is, in fact, only reasonable through maya , and 
not in reality [Him] for whom [the existent] is born in reality, the [already] 
born would be born. 123 

The verse following this (in the third prakarana) is illuminating since 
it denies that a non-existent thing can come into existence, even through 
maya. Maya then has more provisional status than the “son of a barren 
woman,” which cannot even be perceived. 124 

The frequent occurrence of the term “ maya in the instrumental 
case throughout the text points to its position as the means by which 
the world appears as it does. It is through mdyd that the mind vibrates 
into the duality of a perceiver and a perceived. 125 The frequent 
juxtaposition of mdyd and “dream” (svapna) also alludes to the 
“dream-like” status of the world. 126 In post-Gaudapadian Vedanta, mdyd 
is increasingly given the status of a specific power (saktj), through which 
Brahman apparently creates ( vivartate ) the manifold world. In GK II 
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and III we find the term utilized in a cosmological context as the 
atman' s power of self-delusion; while in GK IV and the latter part of 
GK III, maya is used in a psychological context as the delusory capacity 
of the individual mind to construct a static world picture from the flux * 

of experience. 

Just as an illusory elephant is said to exist owing to the perception [of 
it] and common consent, likewise it is said that an object exists on account 
of its perception and common consent . 127 

In IV.58, maya is aligned with the notion of samvrti, the 
concealing and conventional level of truth. Origination can only occur 
in the samvrtic world, that is in the realm of maya , but not in reality. 

However, maya itself does not exist, being mere appearance. Conse¬ 
quently, people who see origination are seeing a “footprint in the 
sky.’’ 128 

A more comprehensive understanding of the status of maya can 
be drawn from an analysis of the Gaudapadiya-karika’s use of 
analogies. The relationship between the world and Brahman is like that 
between a rope and its false appearance as a snake. Thus, 

As a rope not clearly seen in the dark, is falsely imagined to be things 
like a snake or a stream etc., so likewise is atman falsely imagined. 

Just as the imagined thing ( vikalpa) disappears when the rope is clearly 
seen as a rope, so is atman clearly seen as the non-dual ( advaita ). 129 

The world of diversity has the status of a false imagination (vikalpa)\ 
it is like the snake, a misconception, which nevertheless has its basis 
in the rope. 130 

Maya is also comparable to the image (abhasa) caused by a moving 
firebrand—it is a false appearance projected upon the screen of reality. 

Both the firebrand and the rope-snake analogy imply that behind all 
appearances there is an unchanging and unaffected substratum, just as 
behind the snake and the image there is a rope or a firebrand. The world 
is not real, just as the snake and the image are not real, yet what status 
they do have (as appearances) is dependent upon the substrative reality 
underlying them. 131 This is classic Vedanta in that the world can only 
appear because Brahman supports it. Thus, we can discern in the 
GaudapadTan notion of maya , the stirrings of a philosophical position 
that predominated in the later Sankarite school and that is the idea that 
the relationship between Brahman and the world is indeterminable 


{anirvacanlya) and inexpressible in terms of the categories of 
‘ ‘existence’ ’ and “non-existence.’ ’ In the firebrand section of the fourth 
prakarana , the author argues that: 

When consciousness (; vijhdna ) is vibrating, the images do not derive from 
anywhere else. When it is not vibrating, [they] do not reside elsewhere, 
nor do they enter consciousness. 

[The images] do not go out from consciousness, owing to their insub¬ 
stantiality. Because of the absence of a relation between cause and effect, 
they are ever incomprehensible (acintya)}* 2 

The Firebrand Analogy in GK IV as Explanation of the 
Experience of Duality 

The world is a dualistic construction caused by the oscillation of 
consciousness ( vijhdna/citta-spandita :). These vibrations of the mind 
create the images of a perceiver and a perceived. Anything that the mind 
appears to come into contact with is in reality only an image caused 
by the mind’s own tendency to fluctuate. These images are likened to 
those caused by a moving firebrand. 

Just as with a moving firebrand there are straight and crooked images 
etc., likewise with vibrating consciousness (j vijhana ) there are the images 
of a perceiver and a perceived. 133 

The analogy of a “wheel of fire’’ (< alatacakra ) was originally used 
by Buddhists to explain how a series of discrete “flashes of light’’ could 
appear as a single persisting entity. When a firebrand is moved in a 
circular motion there appears to be a wheel of fire hovering in the air. 
The illusion of permanence is created by the firebrand’s swift 
movement. 

In his Ahhidharmakosabhasya , Vasubandhu {qua Sautrantika) 
criticizes the Vaibhasika’s acceptance of shape {samsthdna) as a 
substantial entity {dravya-sai). In order to illustrate his point, the author 
refers to the evanescence and insubstantiality of the various shapes 
caused by the whirling of a firebrand. 

Seeing a firebrand [moving] in one direction, from one spot to the 
immediately adjacent one, quickly and without interruption, one 
recognizes (or ascertains) “length/’ seeing it thusly in all directions, one 
recognizes “round.” Shape is [therefore] not substantial (na dravyasat 
samsthdnam)} 34 
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Interestingly, the author of GK IV uses the analogy to make the 
opposite point. The single firebrand when moved does indeed create 
various images. These images depend upon the firebrand for their 
appearance, yet they are not real. As such, they are neither part of the 
firebrand itself, nor are they different from it. This use of the analogy 
is ingenious and it is interesting to compare this to the Buddhist version 
of the analogy because it shows the differing interests of the two camps. 
The Buddhists are primarily interested in explaining how a stream of 
discrete perceptions can create the illusion of a permanent self. The 
author of GK IV, however, wishes to establish the non-dual substratum 
of the world appearance. To do this the author emphasizes the role of 
the firebrand as the non-dual reality behind the fluctuating images. 

The terms “ cittaspandita ” and “ vijhanaspandita , denoting the 
“vibration” or “oscillation” of consciousness, are of some interest given 
the importance of the term “ spanda ” in the (subsequent?) traditions 
of Kashmir Saivism. The term has no obvious antecedents in this context 
and is perhaps being used by the authors of the Gaudapadiya-karika 
instead of the more obvious Yogacara term vijhdnaparinama the 
“transformations of consciousness.” Vasubandhu {qua Yogacarin) is 
responsible for the establishment of this phrase as a technical term 
explaining the manifestation of subject-object dichotomies in exper¬ 
ience. According to the opening verse of the Trimsika, both the idea 
of a subjective self ( atman ) and of an object of perception ( dharma ) 
are caused by vijhanaparindma ! 35 Thus the term performs the same 
function as the GK’s term “ vijhanaspandita The advantage of the 
latter term is that it explains the manifestation of dualism without 
necessitating an actual transformation {parindma ) thereby conforming 
to the doctrine of non-origination {ajativada) which is central to the 
philosophical perspective of the GK as a whole. 

Nevertheless, the important point to note about the notion of the 
vibrations of consciousness is that it is a metaphorical expression. One 
cannot take the “vibration” or “oscillation” motif too seriously since 
it provides nothing more than an analogical explanation of the way 
in which consciousness can appear as two (subject and object). Notice 
for instance that the term “spandita” is only introduced after the simile 
of the firebrand. The idea of consciousness-vibration, therefore, is only 
valid as an explanation of duality if seen as an analogy based upon our 
experience of the images created by a moving firebrand!* 

It is clear that the entire philosophy of the Gaudapadiya-karika 
is based upon the conception of an unchanging and non-dual reality. 
GK 11.12, for instance, declares that “ atman deludes itself through its 
own may a". The inevitable questions arise as to how and why the non- 
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dual and omniscient atman could possibly “delude itself.” The upshot 
of ajativada is that all attempts at explaining creation are doomed to 
failure from the start because they take creation to be a real and not 
an apparent transformation. There can be no attributable reason for 
the creation of the universe. Thus, in the first prakarana it is noted that, 

Creation is for the sake of enjoyment (or experience)—so say some. Others 
say it is for the sake of sport. This again is the lordly own-nature of the 
divine, for what desire is there for the one who has obtained all wishes? 137 

The world can only appear insofar as it conforms to the very nature 
of Brahman itself. Maya as such is inexplicable— it is “there” in the 
sense that we experience it but it is not reality, being mere appearance. 
As such, it is directly comparable to the status of dreams as seen from 
the perspective of waking consciousness! 38 

It has been suggested that the term “ may a ” derives from the root 
ma, “to measure.” 139 Maya is the constmction of boundaries and 
distinctions ( vikalpa ) in that which has none ( nirvikalpa ) ; 140 it is a 
measuring {ma) of the immeasurable (amatra)} 41 Maya cannot be 
ultimately real because it is sublatable i.e. it is capable of being 
overturned by a higher form of knowledge. Dream experience 
contradicts waking experience and vice versa. More importantly, 
however, the realization of non-duality contradicts both. 

Diversity appears to be caused by the faulty apprehension of the 
individual. This is what the authors of the Gaudapadiya-karika are 
getting at when they say that the world is enclosed within the mind! 42 
We cling to non-existent entities (< abhiitabhinivesa ), 143 and construct 
a duality based upon these attachments. Through misconception 
{viparyasa) we experience “contact” with the “incomprehensible” 
{acintya). 144 Our experience as individuals then is a peculiar construc¬ 
tion of our own tendencies and dispositions. Each person’s perception 
of reality is conditioned by the memory of past experiences. Thus, in 
the second prakarana it is said that: 

First [atman] imagines the jlva, and then various known entities, [both] 
external and internal, for as with one’s knowledge, so is one’s memory. 145 


The Meaning of the Term “Asparsayoga” 

There appear to be three possible meanings of the term 
asparsayoga ” in the Gaudapadiya-karika. They are: 
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1. A technical term for the practice of yoga. Thus Mahadevan (I960) 
notes: 

Asparsayoga is the yoga of transcendence, whereby one realizes 
the supra-rational reality. . .The purpose for which this yoga is 
to be resorted to is the same as that which is set forth in the 
Pdtahjalasutra as the goal of yoga, i.e., to stem the tide of the 
surging psychoses of mind and gradually attain thereby a state 
of mindlessness. 146 

2. A description of the highest form of satnadhi. Thus 
Bhattacharya (1943) suggests that: 

The word asparsayoga literally means the yoga, in which there 
is no contact, or the faculty of perception by touch or connection 
with anything. The author himself says (III. 37), it is a satnadhi 
“profound or abstract concentration,” and very difficult to 
realize. It points to what is asamprajndta satnadhi ( Yogasutra , 
1.2, 18, 51 with the scholiast Vyasa), or nirvikalpa satnadhi 
(PahcadasI 11.28) of yogins! 47 

3. A reference to the GK’s perceptual theory of no-contact. We find 
Hixon maintaining that: 

asparsayoga is a path of insight which does not involve trance- 
states at all, or at least does not regard the highest realization 
as a trance-state. We propose that asparsa is synonymous with 
asahga or nihsahga as the terms are used in Gaudapadakarika 
IV.72 and IV.79, to refer to the absence of an object. . .this 
understanding of the mind does not apply only to trance-states 
but to the nature of mind and its objects in any and all states of 
consciousness. 148 
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differentiates the philosophical position of one yogic school from 
another. 

To accept the first option to the exclusion of the others is to avoid 
the fact that the kdrikd states that “this is asparsayoga ” (III.39) 
immediately after a description of nirvikalpa samddhi (III.37-38). 
Nevertheless, options (2) and (3) are also too narrow by themselves since 
it is equally clear that the Gaudapadiya-karika encourages the 
utilization of certain meditative techniques to control and unify the 
fluctuating mind. This has lead Colin Cole to suggest that: 

there are two meanings of the term Asparsa Yoga. On the philosophical 
level, the term implies the realization of non-duality, i.e., of Turlya or 
Brahman. In this sense it could be called the “No-dual Yoga” or the “Yoga 
of the Non-dual.” On the level of religious practice, the term refers to 
discipline, path, method or process whereby the sddhaka attains this 
condition of being one with Ultimate Reality. 150 

To deny that asparsayoga is an explicit reference to a set of 
meditative practices or that it refers to a state of realization is to fly 
in the face of the evidence. The confutation of goal and method in the 
GK is not surprising given its radical absolutism. The most plausible 
explanation of the term “ asparsayoga ,” therefore, is that it refers both 
to a form of meditative practice (yoga) and to the goal of that practice 
(samddhi). As such, it also presupposes a specific epistemological 
theory—the theory that the mind does not touch an external object. 
This explanation, I suggest, most readily accommodates the multi- 
valented nature of the term “ asparsayoga ” as it occurs in the 
Ga udapadlya-kdrika . 


These options, however, are not mutually exclusive. Given the 
emphasis placed upon meditative techniques throughout the GK, it 
seems likely that “asparsayoga ’ is a technical term which defines the 
nature of the practice of yoga in terms of its final goal, the realization 
that the mind never comes into contact with an external world. In this 
case, it is rather similar to Vyasa’s definition of yoga (in Yogasii- 
trabhasya 1.1) as samadbi, the definition favored by the GK being that 
yoga is “ asparsaP U9 It should not seem strange to find yogic practices 
being described in terms of their final goal. After all in the case of many 
meditative paths, it is the description of the goal that most clearly 
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Gaudapadian Inclusivism and 
the Mahayana Buddhist Tradition 


It is well known that Sankara was criticized by later (rival) Vedantins 
as a crypto-Buddhist (pracchana banddha). What is less well known 
is that before the time of Sankara, the Madhyamika Buddhist phil¬ 
osopher Bhavaviveka countered the inverse claim that the Mahayana 
is reaLy a form of crypto-Vedanta. As we shall see, Bhavaviveka’s 
response to this accusation is of great interest and highlights many of 
the issues concerning the relationship between these two religious and 
philosophical traditions. However, accusations of crypto-Buddhism or 
crypto-Vedantism fail to take into account the sense in which members 
of the various Indian religious and philosophical movements lived in 
a context of continual and largely unspoken interaction with one 
another, sometimes no doubt on a day-to-day basis. Despite the recent 
rise of certain Hindu movements with a more exclusivist attitude, the 
dynamic and fluid nature of Indian religion remains to this day in India 
where Hindus, Buddhist, Jainas, and Muslims interact on a number of 
different levels, including the philosophical or the doctrinal. This is 
frequently overlooked by scholars of Indian philosophy who, in 
focusing upon a de-contextualized philosophical text, forget that it has 
been abstracted from its original cultural and temporal milieu where 
interactions between Buddhist and Vedantins might well have been 
commonplace and perhaps not so controversial as is often suggested 
in the literature on this subject. 

Probably the most notable features of the GaudapacEya-kdrikd 
relevant to the question of the alleged crypto-Buddhism of Advaita 
Vedanta are the Buddhistic terminology of the text (especially in the 
fourth prakarana), the doctrinal emphasis upon non-origination 
(ajativdda) and the assertion of the equality of the waking and dream 
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states. As a result of these features of the text, it has been argued that 
Gaudapada is a crypto-Buddhist (deriving ajativada from the 
Madhyamaka school and the doctrine of the equality of waking and 
dream states from the Yogacarins). That the GK has been influenced 
by Buddhist ideas is, of course, beyond question. However, the issue 
of the apparent crypto-Buddhism of the text depends partly upon one’s 
definition of what Buddhism is and partly upon an appraisal of the 
GK’s own conception of Buddhism and its relationship to that tradition. 

The Gaudapadian Conception of Buddhism 

In GK IV. 25 the author rejects the ultimacy of the dependently- 
existent realm (paratantrastita ). This view is stated in opposition to 
the classical Yogacara position that is put forward as the purvapaksa 
in the preceding verse. Thus, 

prajnapteh sanimittatvam anyathd dvaydnasatah, samklesasyopal- 
abdbes ca paratantrastita mata. 

[Yogacarin]: “It is admitted that a designation (prajhapti) has an objective 
cause (sanimittatva) otherwise the duality ( dvaya ) [of perceiver and 
perceived] would not be in existence; the experience of afflictions 
(samklesa) also exists dependent {paratantra ) [upon this objectivity].” 

prajnapteh sanimittatvam isyate yuktidar'sanat , nimittasyanimit- 
tatvam isyate bhiitadarsanat. 

From the perspective of common sense it is held that a designation has 
an objective cause, [however], from the perspective of the actual state 
of things [there is] no objective cause for the objective cause [itself]. 

Prima facie the denial that designations {prajhapti) have some 
form of objective cause or reference {nimitta) might be misleading since 
it is clear that words do have some sort of reference. However, the 
referents themselves {nimitta) have no “referential objectivity” 
{animittatva) from an ultimate point of view. Upholding the ultimate 
non-objectivity {animittatva) of referents, however, does not necessitate 
a denial of their conventional efficacy (samvrti/vyavahdra). 

The GK’s refusal to accept the ultimate objectivity {nimittatva) of 
designations places it in general agreement with the position of the 
Madhyamaka school (pace Yogacara). Nevertheless, it should be pointed 
out that the fundamental reasons behind their respective refutations 
substantially differ. All Buddhist schools accept the validity of the 


scheme of inter-dependent-origination (pratityasamutpadd) upholding 
what might be called a ‘ non-substantial’ ’ view of reality. The Vedantic 
authors of the GK, however, are firm adherents of a “substance” view 
of reality and avoid all terms that might imply such a conception (note 
the absence of the notions of pratTtyasamutpada, nihsvabhavata, 
sunyata, etc). In fact throughout the GK one finds a consistent (if 
implicit) rejection of the mutual-dependency model ( prafftyasamut- 
tiada) accepted by the Buddhists. That the authors never confront these 
issues head on reflects the intention of establishing a Vedantic type of 
absolutism based upon Mahayana arguments. In IV.25, however, the 
author explicitly rejects the Yogacara view that mutual-dependency 
actually exists (paratantrastita ). The Madhyamikas, of course, also 
refuted the Yogacara notion that the paratantric realm actually existed 
but not for the absolutistic reasons of the GK. From the Madhyamaka 
point of view those Yogacara texts which asserted the “existence” of 
the paratantra-svabhava were guilty of reification, thus straying into 
the extreme of eternalism (sasvata-vdda)} 

In IV.87-88 the GK distinguishes between different levels of 
knowledge. The scheme outlined is substantially based upon Mahayana 
divisions of the Buddhist path. 

1. “Dualistic mundane” knowledge (laukika), that has both an 
object and a perception of that object. 

2. “Pure mundane” knowledge ( suddhd-laukika ), that is a 
perception of the world without a corresponding object. 

3. “Supra-mundane” knowledge ( lokottara ), that has neither an 
object nor a perception. 

“Pure mundane” knowledge seems to conform to the Yogacara 
realization of vijhapti-matra in that it is a realization that one 
experiences representations (vijhapti, “percepts”) of objects and not 
the objects themselves. The supra-mundane knowledge corresponds 
to the final stage of enlightenment outlined by Asanga and Vasubandhu 
where even the notion of representation is relinquished. For how can 
you talk of representation {vijhapti) in the absence of an object that 
is being represented? 2 

GK IV. 90 then states that much knowledge can be gained from the 
‘ ‘Agrayana’ ’: 

heyajheyapyapakydni vijheyany agraydnatah, tesam anyatra vijheyad 

upalambhas trisu smrtah. 

From the Agrayana one should know that which is to be abandoned, that 
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which is to be known, that which is to be acquired and that which is 
to be perfected. Excepting that which should be known ( vijheya ), 
perception of these is said to occur in the three [levels of knowledge]. 

That the term “ agrayana ” denotes the Mahayana schools can be 
gleaned from such texts as the Ratnagotravibhaga and the Mahayana- 
sutralahkara. This verse would seem to imply that although much can 
be learned from Mahayana Buddhism, it is not the tradition of the 
author. On this interpretation the author of GKIV did not conceive of 
himself as a Mahayanist; the traditions in fact are to be clearly differ¬ 
entiated. Thomas Wood, however, suggests that the term “ agrayana ” 
means ‘ ‘the first vehicle’ ’ and is a reference to the “ Hinayana’ ’ and not 
the Mahayana tradition. 4 “ Agra ” denotes “that which comes first” and 
prima facie the translation “the first vehicle” seems appropriately 
enough to denote the non-Mahayana traditions of Buddhism, accepted 
as a preliminary stage on the path by the Mahayana tradition. However, 
“ agra ” often denotes primacy in an evaluative sense, as in “foremost,” 
“chief,” or “best.” 5 

It is unlikely, therefore, that the author of GK IV would have 
referred to the non-Mahayana (“Hinayana”) Buddhist tradition as the 
foremost vehicle” since his philosophical interest is clearly in the 
Mahayana schools. Wood fails to provide any evidence of the term being 
used to denote the “Hinayana” tradition. Indeed, the citations men¬ 
tioned by Bhattacharya point to the fact that the Mahayana texts that 
use the term understand the "agra" of "agrayana" to be a synonym 
for "maha" (great) and thus use it to denote the “Great vehicle” 
(Mahayana) to which they belong. It seems more likely then that the 
term "agrayana" in GK IV. 90 is a reference to the scheme of the three 
levels of knowledge (dualistic mundane, pure mundane, and supra- 
mundane) mentioned in the previous verses which are derived from 
the author’s knowledge of Mahayana Buddhist categories. That the 
author is differentiating his own position from that of the Agrayana 
(from whom, nevertheless, he thinks one can learn a lot) is clear from 
this verse. 

The fourth prakarana begins with an invocation to “the greatest 
of bipeds” (tivipadam varah). The traditional commentator suggests 
that the author is here paying homage to Narayana, often described 
as Purusottama.” There is no evidence within the text, however, that 
would provide any support for this traditional interpretation of the 
verse. The verse could be a reference to the author’s guru (perhaps even 
to the author of earlier prakaranas of the GK?). Bhattacharya though 
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suggests that the invocation is paying homage to the Buddha. 6 The verse 
in fact says: 

I salute that greatest of bipeds, who, through a knowledge (jhana ) like 
space (dkdsa, or the sky) and non-different from its object, is fully- 
enlightened (sambuddha) about the dharmas resembling the sky. 

Our understanding of the meaning of this verse will be greatly 
improved if we consider the use of "buddha and its cognate terms 
and the "jhana" mentioned in this verse. Jhana is a technical term 
in the GK denoting the attainment of gnosis, where it is sometimes 
contrasted with vijhana (denoting mundane consciousness). In GK IV. 1 
the gnosis (jhana ) of the “greatest of bipeds” is likened to the sky or 
space (dkdsa), presumably insofar as it is is undifferentiated and 
unmodified by apparent changes (this is the sense in which the term 
dkdsa is used in GK III. 3-9). Such a gnosis is said to be non-different 
from that which is known (jheya ). This would appear to establish the 
jhana under discussion in this verse as the supramundane knowledge 
(lokottara jhana) of GK IV. 88. The attainment of this state is clearly 
linked up with the practice of asparsayoga which is accordingly 
mentioned in the second verse. Our analysis of the epistemology of 
the GK has established that it upholds the view that knowledge (jhana ) 
does not “proceed outward,” being unrelated (asahga) to an object 
(i.e. a denial of “realist” epistemologies, see GK IV.96). The mind, 
therefore, never comes into contact with mental objects (dharma) (IV. 26 
et at). The final gnosis (jhana) envisaged by the GK, therefore, is a non¬ 
dual awareness devoid of subject-object distinctions (advaya). 

Let us consider the instances when GK IV refers to the ‘ ‘enlightened 
ones” (buddhas). The buddhas are referred to in IV. 19 where they are 
said to proclaim ajativada and again in IV.42 where it is said that they 
teach origination to those who are afraid of ajativada. In IV.80 the 
supramundane gnosis of IV. 1 and IV.89 is mentioned again where it 
is described as an unmoving, objectless state, being unborn, self¬ 
identical, and non-dual (advaya). This gnosis again is said to be the 
sphere (visaya) of the buddhas. In IV.98 those who lead others to 
liberation (nayakah) are said to know ( budhyante) that all dharmas 
are without covering, pure by nature, liberated and enlightened from 
the very beginning (ddi-buddha). To whom does the term nayakah 
refer? The use of the term "buddhyante" in this context could be 
interpreted as a disrespectful jibe at the Buddhist tradition. On this view 
the author of GK IV is using Buddhistic terms such as "buddha," 
"budhyante,” and “ nayakah ” to refer to his own Vedantic tradition 
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to the detriment of Buddhism. This, however, does not appear to be 
the author’s attitude to the Buddhist tradition. Throughout the text we 
see a keen interest in Mahayana ideas and the author is clearly indebted 
to the Mahayana for many of his fundamental ideas. It is unlikely, 
therefore, that the author of GKIV is here distinguishing the views of 
his own teachers from those expounded in the Buddhist tradition. If 
this were the author’s intention the use of the term “ buddha ” would 
not have been used as this obscures rather than clarifies the distinction 
between his own tradition and that of the Buddhist. One must conclude 
then that in IV. 98 the term “ ndyakah ” is not being used specifically 
to distinguish the author’s own teachers from the Buddhists. It merely 
refers to those who know (hudhyante). 

In the following karika , the penultimate verse of the fourth 
prakaraija (IV99), it is said that neither jhana nor dharmas (here 
mental-objects ) pass over to one another. The verse then states that 
The Buddha did not say this.” 

kramate na hi buddhasya jhanam dharmesu tdyinah, sarvadharmas 
tatha jhanam naitad buddhena bhasitam. 

The gnosis {jhana ) of the enlightened (buddha) holy man does not 
proceed toward dharmas. All dharmas are like gnosis [in this respect]. 
This was not stated by the Enlightened One (buddha). 7 

The occurrence of the term “ tayirT ’ here is interesting. According 
to Edgerton the term can be used to refer to a “holy” or “religious” 
person or “one who protects himself and others” such as the Buddha 
or a Jina, but does not necessarily designate a particular individual such 
as Gautama the historical Buddha. 8 Consequently, one cannot 
definitively say, as some have, that this verse is a specific reference to 
the founder of the Buddhist tradition. Nevertheless, the non-Vedantic 
nature of the term and its frequent occurrence as an epithet of the 
Buddha (as well as Buddhas and Bodhisattvas in general) is highly 
suggestive of such a reading. Taking the verse at face value would seem 
to suggest that the term “ buddha ” in this karika denotes the founder 
of the Buddhist religion and is probably not being used in a non-specific 
sense to denote an “enlightened” person. Such a conclusion might lead 
one to think that this establishes beyond question that the author of 
GK IV differentiates his own view from that of the Buddha. This indeed 
is the traditional view accepted by the Vedanta school and supported 
by scholars like T. M. P. Mahadevan and R. D. Karmarkar.^ However, 
Vidhushekhara Bhattacharya has put forward the view that the 
statement the Buddha did not say this” (naitad buddhena bhasitam) 


is not a denial of the Buddhist view but rather an expression of the 
transcendental and ineffable nature of the Buddha’s teaching. This is 
the Buddha’s teaching but he did not say this because such an insight 
cannot be verbalized or taught to another! He further suggests that this 
statement is based upon two fundamental principles: 

1. pratyatmadharmatd , i.e. that the ultimate truth can only be 
attained individually and cannot be instructed by one person 
to another, and 

2. puranasthitidharmatd , i.e. that the true nature of reality 
remains the same whether it is taught by a Buddha or not. 10 

Examples of this approach to the transcendental and intuitive nature 
of central Mahayana doctrines can be found throughout the Mahayana 
literature. In chapter eight of the Vimalakirtinirdesa for instance, 
Vimalaklrti asks an assembled group of venerable bodhisattvas to explain 
the “entry into the teaching of non-duality ” (advaya-dharma-mukha- 
pravesa). Upon the completion of their exposition Manjusri, the 
bodhisattva exemplifying wisdom (prajha ), asks Vimalaklrti for his 
own views on this subject. Vimalaklrti responds by remaining silent 
(tusnlbhuto 'bhut ) and is thereby praised for his great profundity. In 
MMK 25.24, Nagarjuna makes a similar point with regard to the 
Buddha’s own teaching: 

sarvopalambhopasamah prapahcopasamah sivah, no kvacit kasyacit 
kascid dharmo buddhena desitah. 

The quiescence of perception, the benign quiescence of conceptual 
proliferation,—no dharma was taught by the Buddha to anyone anywhere. 

In the Vajracchedikaprajhapdramitdsutra we find the following 
statement, 

The Lord asked: What do you think, Subhuti, does it occur to the 
Tathagata, “by me has dharma been demonstrated?’’ Whosoever, Subhuti, 
would say“‘the Tathagata has demonstrated dharma ,” he would speak 
falsely, he would misrepresent me by seizing upon what is not there. And 
why? “Demonstration of dharma, demonstration of dharma ,” Subhuti, 
there is not any dharma which could be got at as a demonstration of 
dharma! ’” 

In the Saptasaptati (Seventy-Seven Stanzas ), a short commentary on 
the Vajracchedika traditionally ascribed to Asahga, the following 
comments are made on this section of the Sutra 
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nairmanikena no buddho dharmo ndpi ca desitah, desitas tu dvayd- 
grahyo 'vdcyo * vakpathalaksandt. 

By the fact of being apparitional, the apparitional body is not really the 
Buddha, nor any Law [i.e. dbarma , teaching) has been taught by it; on 
the contrary it has been taught that no dharma can ever be grasped in 
either way, i.e. either (as dbarma or as non -dharma as stated before) and 
that it is therefore inexpressible because it transcends the path of words . 12 

Thus, there is an established trend within Mahayana Buddhism, no 
doubt influenced by the early tradition of the Buddha’s silence with 
regard to certain questions (the avyakrta or “unanswered” questions), 
that expresses the transcendental nature of the Dharma by stating that 
the Buddha in fact did not teach anything. The author of GK IV is aware 
of the Mahayana attempts to avoid all extremes (see GK IV. 57-60, 
82-84) and displays a keen awareness of Mahayana doctrines and 
scholastic controversies (see especially GK IV. 24-25, 73-74). It is likely, 
therefore, that he was aware of this view within the Mahayana tradition. 

One of the main reasons for the Mahayana view was a concern to 
avoid all grasping after dharmas and the intention to avoid all 
conceptual proliferation (prapahca ). This is the attainment of “unsup¬ 
ported thought” ( citta-apratisthita) that the Vajracchedika describes 
as that 

“which is unsupported by forms, sounds, smells, tastes, touchables, or 
mind-objects, unsupported by dharma , unsupported by no -dharma, 
unsupported by anything. And why? All supports have actually no 
support .’’ 13 

Thus, one should not become attached to dharmas nor to their 
non-existence (non -dharmas). This, in fact, is also the position 
expounded in GK IV (see GK IV.79, 82, 96, 97, 99). One should not 
allow the mind to project itself outward and grasp onto a mental object 
{dharma). It is clear then that the GK follows the Perfection of Wisdom 
texts in the view that one should not grasp after dharmas. This state 
of non-attachment is said by the author of GK IV to be attained in the 
final gnosis (jhana ) of the Buddhas, being in fact the sphere of activity 
(visayd ) of the buddhas (IV. 80). Indeed for the GK dharmas can neither 
be described as substantial nor insubstantial (IV.53cd), an echo perhaps 
of the refusal of the Perfection of Wisdom texts to assert either the 
existence or non-existence of dharmas. Taking this into account, I am 
inclined to agree with those who suggest that the author of GK IV is 
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using the term “ buddha ” unambiguously to refer to the founder of 
the Mahayana Buddhist tradition in karikd 99. 

Whatever one’s view on the figure denoted by karikd IV.99, it is 
difficult to accept (as some have) that the term buddha mentioned in 
IV.99ab denotes a different personage to the buddha of IV.99d. This 
would make little sense unless the author deliberately intended to 
deceive the reader. IV.99ab declares that the buddha" s transcendental 
gnosis (jhana, established as a transcendental and nirvikalpa knowl¬ 
edge in IV.96, 80; 111.32-34, 37-38) does not carry over to dharmas. 
This is the view already expounded throughout the text, as we have 
seen. Following on from this, the karikd then suggests that the same 
is the case (tatha) with regard to dharmas—they also do not proceed 
toward the transcendental gnosis (jhana) of the buddha. This is a 
statement to the effect that the buddha's gnosis (jhana) is unrelated 
(asahga) to a mental object (dharma) in conformity with the non- 
contact theory of perception outlined in the preceding verses (see 111.45; 
IV.26, 79, 96, 97). 

It is likely, then, that in GK IV.99 the author of the text is not 
distinguishing his own view—that dharmas and jhana do not ‘ ‘cross 
over to one another”—from that of the “ buddha since the text asserts 
that this is indeed what “the buddha ” himself realized (IV.99ab; see 
also IV.80). This would also seem to suggest that the “fully-enlightened” 
(sambuddha) figure revered as the “greatest cf bipeds” in IV1 is indeed 
this same buddha , since this figure is also said to have realized the jhana 
which is non-different from the known. The jhana in IV. 1 and the 
jhana in IV. 99 appear to be the same. Thus, analysis of the occurrences 
of the terms jhana and buddha in GK IV appears to establish a 
connection between the “ dvipaddm varah ” revered in GK IV. 1 and 
the buddha in IV. 99. Both realize the unrelated (asahga) and non-dual 
jhana which is non-different from the known (jheya , IV. 1) and, 
therefore, cannot be said to proceed toward any mental-object (dharma, 
IV.96, 99 ) Indeed, for the author of the GK the Mahayana Buddhist 
endorsement of this view is further proof that the buddhas also 
proclaim non-origination (GK IV. 19, 42). 

We have seen that the view that gnosis (jhana) and dharmas do 
not come into contact with one another has some basis in the Perfection 
of Wisdom texts themselves and that GK IV seems to associate this 
insight with the “ buddhas It seems possible, therefore, that 
Bhattacharya is correct when he suggests that “ naitad buddhena 
bhasitam ” in GK IV.99 is a statement referring to the transcendentality 
of the Buddha’s teaching and not an attempt to differentiate the authors 
own view from that of the Buddha. I do not think that it is easy, 
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however, to make a firm conclusion with regard to either this verse or 
the invocation at the beginning of the fourth prakarana. Nevertheless, 
it would seem that the author’s attitude to Mahayana Buddhism is 
expressed in IV. 90, which acknowledges the debt owed to the Mahayana 
(or Agrayana) and a respectful admission that much can be learned from 
it. 

This is not to suggest, however, that GKIV sees the two traditions 
as identical. The author’s attitude to Mahayana Buddhism is expressed 
in IV. 90, which is an acknowledgment of the debt he owes to the 
Mahayana and a respectful admission that much can be learned from 
it. Evidently, the author does not consider himself a Mahayana 
Buddhist. This is perhaps not overly surprising given that his Vedantic 
absolutism is something of a reversal of the orthodox Mahayana 
position. As Thomas Wood has suggested, 

The ALP (i.e. GK iV) was undoubtedly not written by a Buddhist author 
and it is not a Buddhist text. No alert, orthodox Buddhist could ever have 
accepted the ALP’s interpretation of prakrter anyathdbhavo na hi 
jdtiipapadyate from MMK XV.8, for in this passage the author of the 
ALP is trying to turn Nagarjuna on his head. 14 

Whether the author of the GK was aware of the difference between 
the Vedantic and Mahayana philosophies on this fundamental issue is 
a moot point. GK IV.90 establishes that the two traditions are to be 
differentiated in some sense, but the grounds for such a distinction are 
never elucidated. The author of the text believed that his own view 
of non-origination was also upheld by the buddhas and as such seems 
to have held an absolutistic interpretation of Buddhism. Indeed, given 
the inclusivism of Gaudapadian thought, as expressed in the view that 
ajativdda is the final resting place ( siddhdnta ) of all doctrines, it would 
be fair to say that the GK upholds an absolutistic interpretation of all 
doctrines! 

Taking all of these factors into account, GK IV appears to have been 
written to facilitate a rapprochement of Vedanta and Buddhist phil¬ 
osophy. It is for this reason that the author of the text is interested in 
proving that his views do not fall into the Buddhist heresies of eter- 
nalism or nihilism and not because of any definitive allegiance to the 
Buddhist tradition. Perhaps the author of GK IV is attempting to “woo” 
Mahayanists toward the Vedanta by establishing the sense in which 
Gaudapadian doctrines conform to Mahayana ideas. As we have seen, 
however, the absolutism of Gaudapadian thought owes more to the 
Vedantic tradition than it does to the scholastic works of Mahayana 


Buddhism. From a Madhyamaka and Yogacara point of view the GK’s 
acceptance of an unchanging Absolute supporting the world of 
appearances is a form of eternalism ( sdsvata-vdda ) despite Gaudapadian 
protestations to the contrary. 

In the third prakarana ajativdda is established on the basis of the 
sruti of the Vedanta school. 15 In the fourth prakarana the same doctrine 
is established on the basis of Buddhist arguments and categories. Of 
course the previous prakaranas are also reliant upon Buddhist 
philosophy; their focus, however, is firmly on the Vedanta tradition, 
its methodology, its fundamental texts, and its fundamental pre¬ 
suppositions. In this I am in basic agreement with the work of 
Vidhushekhara Bhattacharya, who states that: 

In Book IV Gaudapada has discussed nothing directly of the Vedanta, 
as nothing Vedantic will be found therein. In explaining the Vedanta in 
accordance with his own light he establishes the ajativdda in Book 
III. . .Then in Book IV he supports the same view independently of the 
Vedantists. 16 

This situation is reflected in the absence of Vedantic terms such 
as “ atmanP The occurrence of the phrase “ brahmanyam padam yy 
in GK IV.83, while reconcilable with Buddhist meditative terms such 
as “ brahma-vihara the divine or blessed abodes, has clear Vedantic 
overtones. Bhattacharya, however, is too presumptuous in his statement 
that there is no evidence of the Vedanta in GK IV; the absolutism 
expounded throughout the prakarana is clearly Vedantic. He is 
generally correct, however, in his view that the fourth prakarana was 
written with a view to establishing non-origination on Buddhist grounds 
and as such avoids Vedantic terms wherever possible. One should also 
note the absence of the term “ advaita ” in GK IV, all instances of non¬ 
duality being expressed by the term “ advaya .” This omission cannot 
be seen as an attempt to “hide” the Vedantic undercurrents of 
Gaudapadian thought since it is clear that at this time the term 
“advaita ” was used by Buddhists and was not specifically associated 
with the Vedanta traditions. Indeed, our analysis suggests that the reason 
for the predominance of the term “ advaya ” is the phenomenological 
subject matter of GK IV. The text, as well as displaying Buddhist 
inclinations, is a discussion of the non-dual nature of experience 
(i advaya ) and not an exposition of non-dualistic ontology {advaita) 
(see chapter 3). 

Considered in its entirety the fourth prakarana of the Gauda- 
padiya-kdrika is an attempt to establish a philosophical dialogue 
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between the Vedanta and Mahayana traditions. The Vedanta tradition 
before the composition of the GK does not appear to have been active 
as a philosophical school ( darsana ). The Buddhist doxographer and 
philosopher Dignaga (480-540) compiled a comparative study of Indian 
epistemologies known as the Pramdnasamuccaya. In it he discusses 
the views of the Nyaya, Vaisesika, Samkhya, and Mlmamsa schools. The 
omission of the Vedanta suggests that it had not developed a systematic 
epistemology (pramdna ) of its own at this time. One should note that 
even in the Gaudapddiya-kdrikd epistemological discussion is largely 
derivative in the sense that it is dependent upon the doctrines of the 
Yogacara school. Nevertheless, what we find in the four prakaranas 
of the GK is a philosophical school in the early stages of its 
development. 


The Theory of Non-Conflict ( Avirodhavada ) in the GK 

The dialectical critique of causality, formulated in the MMK and 
adopted in the GK, draws attention to logical discrepancies in the causal 
theories of satkdryavdda and asatkdryavada. The authors of the GK 
have shrewdly picked up on the Madhyamaka critique and accept that 
the problem of change subverts the Vedantin’s reliance upon satkdrya¬ 
vdda F However, this is not an acceptance of the Buddhist position. 
A recourse can be made to the Vedantin’s substrative metaphysics by 
the acceptance of satkaranavada (the doctrine of the sole reality of 
the cause) as the logical consequence of a dialectical analysis of 
satkdryavdda . This step marks the beginning of the vivarta tradition 
in Vedanta (although the term is not used in this sense until after 
Sankara). Whether it is philosophically sound to maintain a substrative 
line given that the manifold that is to be supported is denied is a moot 
point. One’s answer to this question will decide which side of the fence 
one stands on in the Buddhist (anatman/nihsvabhavatd) —Vedanta 
(tdtman/svabhdvata ) debate. 

In the third prakarana it is declared that ajativdda is the supreme 
view of reality because it does not conflict with dualistic views. Thus, 
kdrikas 17 and 18 state that: 

svasiddhdntavyavasthasu dvaitino niscita drdham, parasparam 
virudhyante fair ayam na virudhyate., advaitam paramdrtho hi 
dvaitam tadbheda ucyate, tesdm ubhayatha dvaitam. tenayam na 
virudhyate. 


The dualists are firmly convinced in the establishment of their own 
conclusions and contradict one another; but this [view] does not conflict 
with them. Non-duality is indeed the ultimate reality; duality is said to 
be a differentiation of it. For them [the dualists] there is duality both ways; 
therefore this [view] does not conflict [with theirs]. 

This is reaffirmed in the fourth prakarana (v. 4-5): 

bhutam na jayate kihcid abhutam naiva jdyate, vivddanto dvaya hy 
evam ajdtirn khyapayanti te. khydpyamcincim ajdtirn tair anumo- 
ddmahe vayam, vivaddmo na taih sdrdham avivddam nibodhata. 
Neither does an existent nor a non-existent originate in any manner 
[whatsoever]. Those dualists (dvaya), [through their] disputing, in fact 
reveal Non-origination. We approve of the Non-origination revealed by 
them;we do not dispute with them. Know how it is free from dispute 
(avivddd)\ 

At face value it appears that the authors of GK III and IV are 
suggesting that, insofar as they display the inherent contradictions of 
each other’s positions, the dualists have established the doctrine of non- 
origination by default. Traditionally these verses are said to point to 
the fact that the GK upholds the two-truths doctrine. Thus, the GK 
accepts the conventional truth (. samvrti-satya ) of duality but its 
definitive position (siddhanta) is that ultimate reality (paramdrtha - 
satya) is non-dualistic. 

However, it would seem that the GK’s reasons for saying that 
ajativdda does not conflict with other views are much more complex 
than this. Immediately following the declaration of non-conflict 
between dualism and non-dualism (III. 17 and 18) the text again re¬ 
affirms the fundamental basis of its philosophy, the impossibility of a 
change in nature (III.20-22; IV.7-9). “How can the immortal become 
mortal? how can the intrinsic nature of a thing change? By changing 
its nature it becomes something else, and we are once again left with 
the problems already encountered by the dualistic theories of cause 
and effect. The repetition of this principle is not coincidental, it is again 
evidence of the primacy with which the principle is held. 

Having examined the basic presuppositions of Gaudapadian 
doctrine, we are now in a position to see precisely why ajativdda is 
not in conflict with other views. Like Nagarjuna, the authors of GK 
III and IV believe that we can realize the truth through the application 
of a dialectical method of analysis. The mutual contradictions found 
in all theories of causality lead one to the inevitable conclusion that 
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the very ideas of “cause” and “effect” are self-contradictory. It is at 
this point that we can see the relevance of this section to the GK’s 
syncretistic attitude to other doctrines. If we can be lead to the truth 
by a dialectical analysis of any doctrine then ajativada can be placed 
upon a pedestal and said to be the final resting place of all seemingly 
disparate and conflicting doctrines. Ajativada becomes the siddhanta 
of all siddhantas , the final position of all doctrines. Understood as such 
non-origination is beyond the disputations of competing philosophies 
for it is both their beginning and end points. The credit for most of 
the hard work in establishing this fact must go to Nagarjuna for pointing 
out that all views presuppose svabhdva (intrinsic nature) and that 
svabhdva must be by definition unchanging. The credit for applying 
this Buddhist insight to support Vedantic absolutism must go to the 
authors of the Gaudapadiya-karika. 

Inclusivism in the Gaudapadlya-karika 

Following the arguments found in Nagarjuna’s MMK, 18 it becomes 
clear that some form of absolutism (< ajativada ) is a logical consequence 
of a svabhdva view of reality (which amounts to all views of reality 
since all views presuppose “own-nature” in some form). In GK II the 
misapprehension of atman as various different entities ( bhava :) is 
explained in terms of the analogy of the rope and the snake. Following 
on from this, the second prakarana lists a variety of views concerning 
the nature of reality. What is interesting about this list is the fact that 
the author understands these views to be views about the nature of 
atman. Thus, in verse 19 of the second prakarana , 

pranadibhir anantais tu bhavair etair vikalpitah, mdyaisa tasya 
devasya yaydyam mohitah svayam. 

But [atman] is wrongly understood to be prana and other innumerable 
entities ( bhavas ). This is the may a of the divine one ( tasya devasya ), 
by which it itself has been deluded. 

GK II spends the next 9 verses listing some of the “innumerable 
things” that people assume atman to be. Thus, 

The Prana knowers call it ‘ ‘ Prana ; ’ ’ The guna-knowers call it ‘ ‘ Gunas ; ’ ’ 

“ Tattvas ” say the knowers of them; "Sense-objects” ( visaya ) say the 
knowers of "sense-objects,” and [likewise] "gods” ( deva ) say the knowers 
of them. 19 

And so on. 


Yet all of these things are really just the non-dual atman. This idea 
is little more than an extension of Mdndukya Upanisad 2, 

sarvam by etad-brahma-(ayam atma brahma). 

All this is truly Brahman. (This atman is Brahman). 

The misapprehension of atman as various different entities is explained 
rather cryptically in verse 29 of the second prakarana. 

Whatever bhava (entity) is shown to one, that entity is what one sees; 

that [ atman/bhdva ?], protects him, having become it. Possessed by that 

[idea], it absorbs him. 

It is difficult to grasp the precise meaning of this verse, but taking 
into account what we already know about the nature of “Gaudapadian” 
thought, the verse would seem to imply that the world that we 
experience is determined by our past experience (that is, “whatever 
is shown to one”). Experience then is largely a product of karmic 
attachment; samsara continues for as long as one is attached to the 
notions of cause and effect (GK IV.55, 56). Release from the apparent 
bonds of samsara is the realization of the impossibility of causal 
relationships. This is the realization of ajativada —non-origination . The 
world can never really have come into existence since the relationship 
between a cause and its effect is an impossibility. 

As we have seen, the authors of GK III and IV do not see themselves 
as disputants or debaters ( vadin ) in the usual sense of the term, 
“Atman ” here does not refer to the jlvdtman , the individual “self,” 
rather, it appears to be synonymous with reality itself. Whereas one 
might say that different philosophical schools have different views about 
the nature of reality, the authors understand these doctrines to be 
different conceptions of the non-dual atman. One of the reasons for 
this appears to be the author’s keen interest in the debate about intrinsic 
nature (svabhdva) instigated by the Buddhists. Atman no longer refers 
to the “subjective self” (ddhydtma)\ it is the “self-nature” or “essence” 
of reality. Ajativada from this perspective is not a competing theory 
fighting for recognition alongside other doctrines, but a “meta-theory,” 
implicitly assumed by and explains the nature of “other” theories. 

All views then, insofar as they are about reality, are partial attempts 
at understanding the non-dual atman. The focus of the debate has been 
moved from 4 4 what is the relationship between myself and the absolute, 
my atman and Brahman?”, to a debate about the nature of reality itself. 
The move is subtle but effective. Of course, such inclusivism is apparent 
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in the author’s own Vedantic background. Thus, the Rg Veda states that 
Him, who is the One existent, sages name variously” (1.164.46). A 

similar attitude can be found in the Bhagavadgita where Krsna declares 

that: 


VII.21: yoyo yam tanum bhaktah sraddhayd ’rcitum icchati, tasya tasy 
’acalarn sraddhdm tam eva vidadhamy aham. 

Whatever form a devotee with faith desires to honor, that very faith do 
I confirm in him [making it] unswerving and secure. 

IX. 23 :ye ’pyanyadevatdbhaktayajante sraddhayd 'nvitdh, te ’pi mam 
eva kaunteya yajanty avidhi purvakam. 

Even those who are devoted to other gods and worship them with faith 
are really worshipping me, though not in the proper way. 

X. 20: aham dtmd, Gudake’sa, sarva bhutdsaya sthitah, aham ddis ca 
madhyam ca hhutdndm anta eva ca. 

I am the dtman established in the heart of all beings: 1 am also the 
beginning, middle, and end of all beings. 

X.21: ddityandm aham visnur jyotisdm ravir amsumdn, maricir 
marutdm asmi naksatrdndtn aham sasi. 

Among the Adityas I am Visnu, among lights the radiant sun. Among the 
Maruts I am Marici, among the stars I am the moon. 20 

What makes the theory of non-conflict ( avirodhavada ) in the GK 
of particular interest, however, is the authors’ attempt to ground these 
syncretistic tendencies in philosophical arguments derived from 
Nagarjuna’s MulaMadhyamakakdrika. 

The philosophical basis for Gaudapadian inclusivism thus is derived 
mainly from a reading of Nagarjuna’s MMK. This is not to say that the 
GK is a Buddhist text. Clearly it is not. Nor am I suggesting that 
important precursors of advaita-vdda and ajativada cannot be found 
in the Upanisadic literature. Clearly in some form they can. Never¬ 
theless, the form taken by the subsequent Advaita Vedanta darsana is 
somewhat dependent upon the fact that it was influenced in its 
formative years by the philosophical perspectives of Mahayana 
Buddhism. This influence is a contingent and not a necessary one. In 
an abstract sense it is conceivable that an uncompromising advaita- 
vdda could have developed on the basis of Vedantic sources alone. Such 
a view, however, would be historically inaccurate for two reasons. First, 
Mahayana influence upon the GK is beyond reasonable doubt. Second, 
the view that a religious tradition can develop in a cultural vacuum’ 


unaffected by contemporaneous traditions and movements is method¬ 
ologically and historically unsound. Despite the GK’s obvious reliance 
upon Buddhist ideas, ajativada is still founded upon the primacy of 
the Vedantic absolute, i.e. Brahman, as the non-dual and unborn support 
of all appearances. 

For both the Madhyamika and the authors of the GK the method 
of reductio ad absurdum (prasanga ) establishes the impossibility of 
a change in nature {prakrti/svabhava ). Such a philosophical critique 
establishes ajativada as the final position ( siddhanta ) of all doctrines 
of ‘ ‘own nature’ ’ ( svabhava ). For the authors of the GK this shows that 
the fundamental presuppositions of all dualistic theories logically result 
in their own position, an absolutism of the unoriginated. All diverse 
objects appears only insofar as they have an unborn intrinsic nature 
(* ajata-svabhava), that is an unoriginated absolute to support their 
manifestation. Thus the text states that “there is no doubt that in the 
waking state the non-dual appears as the dual. ” 21 It is only by virtue 
of non-duality ( advaya ) that entities are imagined- “The entities exist 
as the non-dual as it were.” 22 For both the MMK and the GK all views 
presuppose “own-being” {svabhava) and thus necessitate the accept¬ 
ance of an “absolute” and unchanging reality. Both texts assert that 
all views entail absolutism. For Nagarjuna, the contradiction between 
the premise and the conclusion is grounds for the rejection of the entire 
schema of svabhava-vada, while for the authors of the GK it is the 
final vindication of absolutism since all roads can now be said to lead 
to Advaita. Armed with such all encompassing authority it is not 
surprising that we find the GK frequently adopting non-Vedantic terms 
in the exposition of its own philosophical position. 

In the Madhyamaka school sunyata is clearly distinguished from 
the theories of other schools which are characterized by the acceptance 
of “own being” {svabhava). This is reflected in the eagerness with 
which all views are described as asimyavada in the MMK. Nagarjuna s 
grounds for doing so are elucidated in MMK 24:20f and they amount 
to the fact that all views when dialectically analyzed are seen to lead 
to absolutism {ajativada). The GK’s grounds for the acceptance of 
ajativada are precisely the same insight, namely that all views entail 
it. It is at this fundamental level that we appear to encounter the root 
of the distinction between the dtman and anatman traditions. 

The Bhavavivekan Response to the Vedantic Inclusivism of the GK 

The first Buddhist scholar to consider the doctrines of the Vedanta 
as an established philosophical school {darsana) was Bhavaviveka. As 
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we have seen Bhavaviveka criticizes doctrines which are unique to the 
GK (eg. the concept of ajatisamata). In his auto-commentary 
(Tarkajvala) to MHK 8.54 Bhavaviveka has the Vedantin explain the 
variety of descriptions given of the atman in the following manner: 

Those who do not see Reality see it in many forms: Some say that it is 
all-pervasive (. sarvatraga ), some say that it is just the extent of the body 
{deha), others again think that it just has the nature of an atom 
(paramanu ). Like the elephant’s intrinsic-nature (svabhava), it is just 
one {eka), but like the major and minor limbs (ahga/pratyahga) of the 
elephant ( hastin ), it is also many. 23 

As we have seen, the idea that difference in opinion reflects the 
degree to which one has truly apprehended the atman is expounded 
in GK II. 19-30. The inclusivistic nature of the Vedanta school that 
Bhavaviveka addresses is criticized later in his chapter on the Vedanta. 
The Vedanta school is in fact nothing more than a “completely 
heterogenous” (< atyantatulyajaffya ) amalgam of the doctrines of other 
schools. 24 This criticism suggests that Bhavaviveka was aware of the 
apparent similarity of many Buddhist and Vedantic doctrines. 

In chapter four of his Madhyamakahrdayakarikd (on the sravaka- 
yana) Bhavaviveka puts forward a sravaka objection to the Mahayana 
on the grounds that it is a form of crypto-Vedantism. 

na buddhoktir mahaydnam sutrantadav asamgrahat, margantaro- 
paciesad vu yuthu vedutitcidcirsaneon, 

\Srdvaka objection]: The Mahayana cannot represent the teaching of the 
Buddha, either because it is not included amongst the Siitrdntas etc. 
or because it teaches the heretic paths of salvation, thus being similar 
to the Vedanta system. 25 

The example given in the commentary upon this verse is that the 
Vedanta teaches that bathing in rivers, fasting, and incantations can lead 
to the removal of sin. This is said to be a practice held in common by 
the Mahayanists. Bhavaviveka’s reply, however, is that 

Veddnte ca hi yat siiktam tat sarvam buddhabhdsitam. 

Whatever is well said in the Vedanta has all been taught by the Buddha 
[already]. 26 

In chapter III of the same text, Bhavaviveka discusses the trans¬ 
cendental and ineffable nature of the dharmakciya. Positive statements 
that are used to express the highest level of attainments, he suggests, 
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are in actuality, beyond the scope of words. Silent realization (jhana - 
mauna) of this is identical with the quiescent, benevolent, and unorig¬ 
inated dharmakaya. Finally Bhavaviveka states that 

kimeit kathahein na'py asmaj jayate vyajyate'pi vd, na'tra'vaiisthate 
kascin ncTpi kascit praltyate. 

Nothing and in no way is anything born from, or manifested by, it. T ere 
is none here, who either endures or perishes. 

idam tat paramam brahma brahmddyair yan na grhyate, idatn tat 
paramam satyam satyavadi jagau murrib. . ~ 

This is the great Brahman, which cannot be grasped by the (god) Brahma 
and others. This is the great truth, declared by the Sage, who always speaks 
the truth. 27 


The commentary on the final verse states that “Brahman” means 
both “Lord of living beings” (prajapati ), as well as cessation 
{nirvana). However, Bhavaviveka notes that “Brahman” should on y 
be understood to denote the latter, that is nirvana. The gods such as 
Brahma, Visnu, Mahesvara, etc. are deluded by their own notions of 
self-existence and so do not understand the true meaning of Brahman. 
Returning to the text of the MHK, Bhavaviveka then suggests that 

aryavalokitesaryamaitreyadyas ca surayah, anupdsanayogena 

munayo yad upasate. r - _ _ . 

[It is this] which the learned seers, like Arya Avalokitesa, Arya Maitreya, 

and others adore by the method of non-adoration. 28 


The primary connotation of the term Brahman is that of 
“expansion” or “creation,” (from the root “ brh ”). This is in sharp 
contrast to the ‘ ‘blown-out’ ’ connotation of ‘ ‘ nirvana. Nevertheless 
the two terms are sometimes found together in the compound 
“ brahma-nirvana’' (eg. Bhagavadgitd 2.72; 5-24-26.). Bhavaviveka s 
statement, however, is remarkable since he appears to be suggesting that 
the term “Brahman” can be equated with the Buddhist nirvana if 
understood correctly. 29 

In the conclusion to his critique of Vedanta philosophy Bhavaviveka 
suggests that if by “self” {atman) the Vedantin means the universal 
characteristic of “lacking an own-nature” {nihsvabhdva) then the 
Mahayana and the Vedanta are in agreement. 30 Thus he enjoins the 
Vedantins to join him in tasting the sweet nectar of truth {tattvamrta) 
provided by the teaching of the Buddhas (MHK 8.97). The tone of the 
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discussion suggests that Bhavaviveka is parodying the inclusivism of 
the Vedantins by playing them at their own game. His “tongue-in- 
cheek” inclusivism, however, is further acknowledgment of the 
perceived similarity between the two systems at this time. 

The author of GK IV seems to believe that both Buddhism and 
Vedanta, despite their differences (see GK IV.90), proclaim the self-same 
doctrine of non-origination ( ajativada ). Such a syncretistic view is 
refuted by Bhavaviveka who puts it forward as an objection to his 
Buddhist re-interpretation of atman in terms of nihsvabhdvata. In the 
MHK, Bhavaviveka has the Vedantin suggest that if atman and anatman 
mean the same thing then the final positions (siddhanta) of the two 
systems are equal. 31 Bhavaviveka, however, firmly rejects any attempt 
to conflate the two traditions. He argues that when it is said that entities 
do not arise it is not because of their unchanging intrinsic-nature but 
because they fundamentally lack any such nature! 32 This is the basis 
of the distinction between the two systems and Bhavaviveka is here 
suggesting that the two perspectives (darsana) as they stand are 
incommensurable. For Bhavaviveka, therefore, the Vedanta notion of 
a self {atman) is nothing more than the superimposition of a conceptual 
construction ( kalpandsamdropa ). 33 As such, the school is criticized 
for its false clinging {asadgraba) to the notion of a self ( atmatva ).* 4 
The GK as a whole, while accepting much of the argumentation 
and style of Mahayana philosophy, aligns itself firmly with the atman 
(svabhavatd) tradition of Vedanta. The Gaudapadian view of atman, 
however, is inspired by an absorption of the Madhyamaka method of 
dialectical refutation {prasahga ). Both the GK and the Madhyamaka 
school establish their positions with regard to the impossibility of a 
change ( na anyathabhava) in nature {prakrti/svabhava ). For the 
Madhyamika this entails nihsvabhdvata-, for the authors of the GK it 
establishes the absoluteness of svabhavatd. Both accept that the belief 
in an “own nature” (which amounts to all views of reality) entails a 
non-active, unchanging absolute. The Madhyamika takes this as grounds 
for a rejection of svabhavatd, while the GK accepts this as proof of 
its ultimate reality. Thus, the Madhyamika denies the possibility of an 
underlying and unchanging substratum behind all manifestations opting 
instead for a view of reality based upon inter-dependent origination 
The world appears as it does because of the inter-dependency of its 
constituent factors. The authors of the GK, however, argue that for there 
to be an appearance there must be a substantial entity that appears. It 
is this point, the debate over dtman-svabhdva:: andtman-nihsvabhdva 
at its most fundamental level, that provides the philosophical dividing 
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line between the philosophies of the Madhyamika Buddhist, and the 

Advaita Vedantin. . . 

The GK, however, does not appear to be aware of the underlying 
conflict between the Vedanta and Madhyamaka traditions on this basic 
paradigmatic issue. There is no evidence of a reactionary attitude to 
Buddhist philosophical ideas within the text; indeed they are often 
wholeheartedly endorsed, if often adapted to give a more Vedantic 
conclusion. The GK, therefore, is an example of an early stage in the 
development of Advaita Vedanta. The conciliatory attitude of the text 
towards Buddhism reflects the authors’ fundamental reliance upon 
Buddhist ideas and arguments for the formulation of their own 
distinctive position. For anti-Buddhist polemic one needs to look 
slightly later in the tradition—at the works of the more famous Sankara, 
traditionally upheld as the founder of the Advaita Vedanta school but 
dependent upon the GK for the central doctrines of non-dualism 
{advaita) and non-origination {ajativada). Despite this, scholars have 
continued to overlook the Gaudapddlya-kdrikd in their attempt to 
understand the roots of early Advaita Vedanta. 

The extent to which the GK is reliant upon the Mahayana Buddhist 
philosophical schools should by now be abundantly clear. In the main 
the twin focus of the GK— the ontological denial of origination 
{ajativada) on the one hand and the epistemological denial of subject- 
object duality {advaya-vdda) on the other are dependent upon the 
Madhyamaka in the case of the former and the Yogacara in the case 
of the latter. 35 In the final chapter, however, we shall consider the 
possibility that the extent of Mahayana influence upon the GK goes 
beyond a reliance upon the respective philosophies of these two schools 

of thought. 



CHAPTER 


7 


Absolutism in the GK and the Mahayana: 
the Tathagatagarbha Texts 


When considering the philosophical doctrines of Indian Mahayana 
Buddhism it has often been deemed adequate to consider the two main 
schools of thought, i.e. the Madhyamaka and Yogacara perspectives. 
One must be aware, however, of the great complexity of the Mahayana 
tradition, partly stemming no doubt from its multifarious origins. The 
Mahayana texts that we have considered so far are scholastic in 
orientation and, insofar as they reject any form of absolutism, are at 
variance with the Brahmanical tradition to which the authors of the 
GK align themselves. Previous studies of the GaudapdcBya-karika and 
its relationship to Mahayana thought have palpably failed to consider 
the complexity and multifarious nature of Mahayana thought. 
Restricting the scope of analysis to the Madhyamaka and Yogacara 
scholastic works is historically narrow in that it does not acknowledge 
the existence of other strands of thought within the Indian Mahayana 
tradition that perhaps were not adequately represented in a scholastic 
form. 

Our analysis of the GK in the light of Madhyamaka and Yogacara 
ideas has also left certain questions largely unanswered. The author 
of GK IV is clearly acquainted with the central themes of the 
Madhyamaka and Yogacara schools, even to the extent of discussing 
an inter-scholastic debate of the fifth century CE concerning the status 
of the paratantra-svabhava of the Yogacara school (see GK IV.24, 25). 
The author of GK IV is also clearly a Vedantin. This can be deduced 
from his wholesale endorsement of a Vedantic absolutism and the 
distinguishing of his position from that of the “Agrayana” (the 
Mahayana, see GK IV.90). However, given that the author has a great 
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familiarity with Mahayana philosophical concepts and arguments, it 
is odd to find him interpreting those ideas in an absolutistic manner. 

It is even stranger to find the author of GK IV suggesting that the 
Buddha himself was an absolutist of the same degree (see GK IV.19, 
42). We have already seen how the authors of the GaucUtpddiya-kdnikd 
use Mahayana arguments to fit their own absolutistic presuppositions. 
The question remains—why bother? If an absolutistic interpretation of 
the Mahayana was out of the question in India at this time there would 
seem to be little point in putting such an interpretation forward. One 
answer to this question is to point to the fact that, from a Gaudapadian 
perspective, all systems of thought are, in the final analysis, forms of 
absolutism (see GK HI. 17, 18, IV. 4, 5). This is perhaps part of the 
motivation behind the composition of the fourth prakarana, namely 
to provide an absolutistic interpretation of Buddhism based upon the 
view (already established in GK III and GK 11.19-28), that all doctrines 
presuppose an absolute. It has already been suggested that the authors 
of the GK derive this view from the arguments of Nagarjuna in his MMK. 
Therein, such a doctrine was put forward as a criticism of all views; 
in the GK, however, its seen as an all-embracing (and inclusivistic) 
endorsement of them. 

It would be a mistake, however, to suggest that the philosophical 
doctrines of the Madhyamaka and Yogacara encompass the entirety of 
Indian Mahayana thought in the pre-Gaudapadian era. In this chapter 
we shall consider the perspective of certain texts which focus upon 
the notion of a “ tathagatagarbha ,” that is a “buddha-seed” inherent 
within (or perhaps even identical with) all sentient beings. It will 
become clear that these texts are more amenable to an absolutistic 
interpretation than the scholastic works of the Madhyamaka and 
Yogacara in the pre-Gaudapadian period. Thus, the possibility remains 
that the author of GK IV derived his own absolutistic interpretation 
of the Mahayana from such a “strand” of thought within the Buddhist 
tradition itself. 


The Tathagatagarbha Texts 

It is difficult to over-estimate the extent to which the Prajnaparamita 
doctrine of the emptiness of all dharmas revolutionized Buddhist 
thought in India. It would be misleading, however, to suggest that Indian 
Mahayanists were universally concerned with the abstrusities of the 
concept of emptiness as understood in the Prajnaparamita texts. 1 To 


many Mahayanists the abstrusities of the Prajnaparamita texts must have 
seemed at best perplexing and at worst downright nonsensical. “If all 
is empty,’ ’ Nagarjuna has an opponent ask, “. . . how can there be either 
suffering or the cessation of it ?” 2 Nevertheless, even among those texts 
that do discuss the notion of emptiness, there appears to have existed 
a strand of Mahayana thought in India that opened up the possibility 
of an absolutistic interpretation of Buddhism. This movement is 
represented primarily by certain texts that focus upon the notion of 
the tathagatagarbha . Here a different conception of emptiness is at 
work; one, in fact, that appears more consonant with Gaudapadian 
absolutism. 

The “ tathagatagarbha ” texts were part of the second phase of 
development of Mahayana texts, being compiled after the early 
Prajhapdramita , Saddharmapundarika , and Avatamsakasutras , and 
so probably arose in response to this intial phase of Mahayana ideas 
and themes. 3 William Grosnick has suggested that there are two 
important meanings to be found in the term “ tathagatagarbha ” and 
its various synonyms (e.g., buddhatd, buddhadhatu, the latter of which 
Grosnick suggests is the most frequent Sanskrit original for the Chinese 
term for £ ‘Buddha-nature,’ ’ fo-hsing). 4 The first is an affirmation of the 
ekdyana principle that all beings are someway along the path of the 
Buddha-ydna and secondly he maintains that “such expressions seem 
to have been intended in what is perhaps a deeper sense: to point to 
the ultimate nature of things. . ” 5 Grosnick also suggests that the 
original meaning of the phrase “ tathagatagarbha rather than 
denoting a “seed” within beings, actually referred to the beings 
themselves. 6 

The term “ garbha ” (from grabh: “to conceive”) originally seems 
to have denoted a “womb,” but it soon came to refer to the interior 
of anything. The term was also used to denote a “foetus” or “embryo.” 7 
As such the compound “ tathagatagarbha ” has generally been 
translated as “embryo,” “seed,” “womb,” or “matrix” of the Tathagata. 8 
Jikido Takasaki 9 favors the translation “matrix of the Tathagata,” but 
is criticized by Brian Brown 10 who finds the implications of a 
“container” misleading, preferring those translations which emphasize 
the tathagatagarbha as an embryonic seed. That Brown has made a 
salient point can be seen from an analysis of the nine analogies adopted 
in the Tathdgatagarbhasutra (Sanskrit now lost), one of the earliest 
texts to utilize the notion. These analogies are set out and explained 
in the Ratnagotravibhaga (RGV) 11 and can be seen from the following 
table: 
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Klesa 

1. Withered Lotus flowers 

2. swarm of honey bees 

3. outer husk 

4. dirt 

5. ground of a poor man’s hut 

6. bark-covering of a seed 

7. discarded/tattered garment 

8. pregnant, abandoned woman 

9. clay mould 


Tathagatagarbha 

Buddha in the petals 

honey 

inner kernel 

gold 

jewels buried below the ground 
the seed 

jewel-studded image wrapped within it 
future emperor in embryonic form 
priceless golden statue of tathagatadhdtu 


Brown maintains that all nine analogies suggest that the tathagata¬ 
garbha is to be seen as a content enclosed within rather than as a 
container. 


Interpreted spatially, each represents an interior condition, a position 
within something else. And in the eighth example there is an explicit 
distinction between the embryo (representing the immaculate 
Tathagatadhdtu ) and the womb which carries it. This latter, signifying 
the woman, is a direct referent to impurity These two factors (the concept 
of content in general, and the image of the embryo specifically) help to 
convalidate the overall interpretation of tathagatagarbha as “embryo” 
rather than “womb” of the Tathagata. 12 

However, one should note (as indeed Brown himself does) that it 
is only the sixth and eighth analogies that can properly be said to 
express the idea of the tathagatagarbha as a dynamic and progressive 
“seed”; the remaining analogies all suggest that the Buddha-nature is 
already present in full form, merely obscured from sight by impurities. 
These seven analogies all have the common feature of denoting 
something that is substantial and intrinsically of value, namely a treasure 
of some sort. This “treasure” (denoted by the notions of honey, the 
inner kernel of a seed, gold, a jewel-studded icon, a golden statue of 
the Tathagata, the Buddha himself, and buried jewels), is hidden by the 
defilements {klesa) which are in actual fact extrinsic (< agantuka ) to it. 
This would seem to suggest that the dharmakdya (that which is to be 
attained) is something that is essentially present from the beginning, 
being obscured by ignorance and the other defilements {klesa). Indeed, 
the idea of being enlightened from the very beginning (adibuddha) 
became a major theme of East Asian Mahayana Buddhism, and a subject 
of much controversy in Tibet, China, and Japan. The idea, however, 


was current in India as early as the fourth century CE, 13 since it is 
discussed in the Mahdyanasutrdlamkdra , a central text of the early 
Yogacara school. 14 In this text the concept of being “primevally 
enlightened” {adibuddha) is criticized on the grounds that Buddhahood 
requires not only the gradual accumulation of knowledge and work, 
but also the existence of another Buddha to inaugurate one’s career as 
a bodhisattva , 15 GK IV, however, appears to endorse the implications 
of this notion since kdrikd 92 states that, 

All dharmashy their nature (prakrti) are well established as enlightened 
from the very beginning (adibuddha). One who has such self-sufficiency 
(ksanti) is fit for the deathless state. 

The endorsement of the concept of adibuddha should be seen in 
the light of the following verse (GK IV. 93) which appears to be a re¬ 
formulation of Mahdyanasutrdlamkdra XI.31 in the light of a 
svabhdva rather than a nihsvabhdva way of thinking. Thus, whereas 
as the Mahdyanasutrdlamkdra states that, 

nihsvabhavataya siddha uttarottararanisrayat, anutpdddnirodhddi- 
santi prakrtinirvrtih. 

From their lack of own-nature, one gradually establishes that there is 
neither arising nor cessation, that [dharmas] are originally quiescent and 
essentially in nirvana . 16 

GK IV. 93 states that, 

adisanta by anutpanndh prakrtyaiva suniryrtah, sarve dharmdh 
samabhinna ajam samyam visaradam. 

By their very nature all dharmas indeed are quiescent from the very 
beginning, non-arising, liberated, and homogenous. [Reality is] non¬ 
separate, devoid of fear and uniformly unoriginated. 

Here the author of GK IV appears to be endorsing the concept of 
adibuddha in the light of his absolutistic view that all things, insofar 
as they possess a svabhdva , are unoriginated and already essentially 
in nirvana . Thus, a view that in the Mahdyanasutralamkdra is put 
forward on the grounds that all dharmas lack a svabhdva is 
reformulated in the GK on the grounds that all dharmas possess an 
unoriginated svabhdval 11 

Although Trevor Ling suggests that the concept may have originated 
in Bengal (Gaudadesa perhaps?), adibuddha only appears to have 
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gained great prominence in East Asian Mahay ana. In Indian Mahay ana 
it was the concept of the tathagatagarbha that came to the fore in 
the post-Nagarjunian period. One of the earliest and most notable texts 
of this ilk is the Srimdlddevisimhanadasutra , which remains one of 
the primary Indian sources of tathagatagarbha thought. The text was 
probably composed in the third century CE, the first Chinese translation 
of the sutra (now lost) being carried out by Dharmaksema in the early 
part of the fourth century CE. 18 The Snmdldsutra is quick to distinguish 
the tathagatagarbha from any notion of a self (atman). 

World-Honored One, the Tathagata-embryo is not a self, a personal 
identity, a being, or a life. The Tathagata-embryo is not in the domain 
of sentient beings who believe in a real self, whose thinking is confused, 
or who cling to the view of emptiness. 19 

According to the Srimdld , the tathagatagarbha is profound and 
subtle and was explained by the Buddha through the teaching of the 
four noble truths. Both teachings in fact are “beyond thescope ( visaya) 
of the sravakas and pratyekabuddhasP since they are “beyond the 
realm of thought and speculation, and transcend the credence of the 
world.” 20 Unenlightened disciples of the Buddha are to accept the 
existence of the tathagatagarbha on faith ( sraddhd) alone, true 
knowledge being the exclusive preserve of the fully enlightened. 21 

The Srimdld , in fact, re-formulates the traditional scheme of the 
four noble truths so as to allow for two levels of understanding their 
import (the constructed— krta, and the unconstructed— akrta). 22 The 
constructed (krta) noble truths present the exoteric and superficial 
meaning of the teaching, expounded for the sake of the limited 
comprehension of the sravakas and pratyekabuddhas. The uncon¬ 
structed noble truths, however, are without limitations since they do 
not presuppose the need for a refuge. This, maintains the Srimdld , is 
the only way to truly understand and eradicate suffering since one has 
relinquished all dependence. In effect then the Srimdld expounds a 
theory of eight noble truths, four constructed and limited and four 
unconstructed and definitive. Only the Tathagata can understand the 
unconsiructed noble truths since “nirvana is not to be realized by any 
dharma, whether superior or inferior, whether, low, middle or high.” 23 

What are the implications of such a view? The Srimdld suggests 
that the third noble truth—“the cessation of suffering” does not in 
actual fact entail the real destruction of anything since it is merely a 
name for the dharmakaya of the Tathagata. This dharmakaya has 


no beginning, no action, no origination, and no end; it is ever abiding, 
immovable, intrinsically pure and free from the shell (kosa) of 
defilements. . .when this Dharma-body (dharmakaya) is not apart from 
defilements, it is called the tathagatagarbha, 24 

This is the closest the Srmdlci comes to identifying the Tathagata’s 
dharmakaya with the tathagatagarbha. However, the precise 
relationship between the two is never completely specified. The text 
denies that the tathagatagarbha is a personal self and yet accepts the 
description of the dharmakaya as the “perfection of self” (dtma- 
pdramita). The partial acceptance of the validity of atman termin¬ 
ology, at least with regard to the dharmakaya , is something of a 
departure from what might be called the “mainstream” textual tradition 
of Indian Buddhism that accords great philosophical and symbolic 
significance to the concept of no-self (andtman). Within the classical 
Indian context, the Buddhist concept of andtman functions as a symbol 
of intransigence in the face of Brahmanical speculation about the nature 
of the self. That the Srimala refers to the dharmakaya (that it equates 
with the final nirvana of the cessation of suffering) as the perfection 
of self (atmapdramita) is a distinct movement away from the traditional 
view that nirvana (along with everything else) fundamentally lacks a 
self. The Srimala's statement that the tathagatagarbha is not a self, 
however, clearly suggests that it still remains somewhat reticent about 
the unqualified use of atman terminology. 

Nevertheless, other evidence from the Srimala suggests the 
possibility of a movement toward a more absolutistic conception of 
reality. The Srimala maintains that of the four noble truths, only the 
truth of cessation is true in the ultimate sense. 

Lord, of those four noble truths, three truths are impermanent, and one 
truth is permanent. Why? The three truths [of suffering, the cause of 
suffering, and the path leading to the cessation of suffering] belong to 
the realm of conditioned dharmas. What is conditioned is impermanent, 
and what is impermanent is destructible. What is destructible is not true, 
not permanent, and not a refuge. Therefore, in the ultimate sense, the 
three noble truths are not true, not permanent, and not a refuge. 

World-Honored One, the noble truth of the cessation of suffering 
is beyond the realm of conditioned dharmas. What is beyond the realm 
of conditioned dharmas is ever abiding by nature. What is ever abiding 
by nature is indestructible. What is indestructible is true, permanent, and 
a refuge. For this reason World-Honored One, the noble truth of the 
cessation of suffering is in the ultimate sense true, permanent, and a 
refuge. 

World-Honored One, this noble truth of the cessation of suffering 
is inconceivable. 25 
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Given that the Srimald identifies the ‘ truth of cessation’ ’ with the 
dharmakaya, this statement is a declaration of the sole reality of the 
dharmakaya of the Tathagata. All other factors ( dharmas ), including 
the first, second, and fourth noble truths (i.e. duhkha, suffering, 
samuddya, its cause and marga, the path leading to liberation) are 
compounded ( samskrta ) and thus, according to the Srimala' s own 
arguments, ultimately unreal. This sounds remarkably like the radical 
absolutism of the Gaudapadiya-kdrika in the denial of the reality of 
conditioned factors coupled with an assertion of the ultimate reality 
of the unconditioned dharmakaya. 

Let us briefly consider the Srimald’ s view in the light of the 
‘ ‘mainstream’ ’ philosophical tradition of the Mahay ana. The view that 
conditioned factors are impermanent and therefore not ultimately real 
would be acceptable to both the Madhyamaka and the classical Yogacara, 
but the postulation of an unconditioned ultimate reality is, as we have 
seen, exceedingly problematic. Indeed the primary focus of much of 
Nagarjuna’s critique of others is that their postulation of a svabhava 
is tatamount to the belief in an unconditioned absolute. The Srimala 
in asserting the ultimate reality of the dharmakaya appears to be doing 
precisely that. This fundamentally differs from the positions outlined 
in the philosophical texts of both the Abhidharma and the Mahayana 
schools, 26 but does parallel somewhat the absolutism of the 
Gaudapadiya-kdrika. 

Undeterred by the apparent philosophical consequences of this 
position, the Srimala maintains that the tathagatagarbha is the base, 
( dsraya, nisraya), support ( adhara ) and foundation (pratistha) of all 
constructed natures {samskrta), 21 a substrative position that is also 
reminiscent of the Vedantic view that Brahman is the unconditioned 
reality that supports all conditioned things. The Srimala in fact 
maintains that 

the Tathagatagarbha is not born, does not die, does not pass away to 
become reborn. The Tathagatagarbha excludes the realm with the 
characteristic of the constructed. The Tathagatagarbha is permanent 
(nitya), steadfast ( dharma ), and eternal ( sasvata ). 28 

One hardly need mention the similarity between this mode of 
expression and the exposition of ajativada in the Gaudapddlya-kdrikd. 
In both cases the non-originated, subjacent ground ( tathagatagarbha 
Brahman) supports a constructed realm that in actual fact does not really 
exist. Whether a substrative metaphysics can be maintained given the 
ultimate non-reality of that which is supported is a moot point. This 


Absolutism in the GK and the Mahayana 213 

question lies at the heart of the conflict between non-absolutistic and 
absolutistic systems of thought. Clearly, however, the perspective of 
the Srimald is not easily reconciled with the mainstream Madhyamaka 
position. The denial of the ultimate reality of the constructed and the 
concomitant assertion of the ultimate reality of the unconstructed 
(asamskrta , i.e. the dharmakaya ) is a definite movement away from 
the Madhyamaka understanding of the universality of dharma- 
nairatmya. From a Madhyamaka perspective the dharmakaya is as 
empty of svabhava as everything else. That the Srimala does not 
understand emptiness and no-self in this manner can be gleaned from 
the following statement, 

Lord, the tathagatagarbha is void of all the defilement stores, which 
are discrete and knowing as not liberated [or “apart from knowledge that 
does not lead to liberation’’] 29 Lord, the tathagatagarbha is not void 
(asunya ) of the Buddha dharmas which are nondiscrete, inconceivable, 
more numerous than the sands of the Ganges, and knowing as liberated. 30 

The tathagatagarbha , as support or substratum for the mani¬ 
festation of samskrta dharmas , is thus devoid (siinya) of them. Of 
course this follows from the fact that the tathagatagarbha is real and 
the samskrta dharmas (which it somehow supports), are not. 
Nevertheless, the Snmala qualifies the scope of emptiness by stating 
that the tathagatagarbha is not empty (asunya) of the pure buddha- 
dharmas that constitute the dharmakaya of the Tathagata. Despite this, 
the text makes it clear that one must resist the temptation of ascribing 
self-hood to the tathagatagarbha , arguing that this would be an 
extreme view (as indeed are the views of “those who cling to the view 
of emptiness”). 31 

Despite the possibility of an absolutistic reading of the 
Snmdlasutra , there is enough evidence in the text to suggest that the 
tathagatagarbha , far from being a static absolute, is in fact a dynamic 
and developmental reality. Nowhere does the Sutra explicitly state that 
sentient beings are “enlightened from the beginning” (adibuddha). The 
tathagatagarbha is the “seed of Buddhahood” of all beings. As such 
it is a developing potential and is not to be confused with a self (dtman) 
of any sort. To account for the dichotomy between enlightenment and 
ignorance, the tathagatagarbha is described as the base, support, and 
foundation of both enlightenment and of the constructed dharmas of 
the samsaric world. Thus the tathagatagarbha is both intrinsically pure 
(being the embryo of the dharmakaya ), and yet at the same time 
apparently contaminated by adventitious defilements (agantuka Mesa). 
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The author of the Srimdla , however, seems unaware of, or perhaps 
unwilling to draw, philosophical consequences from certain statements 
made within the text. Notably there is no development of the notion 
that what is constructed {samskrta) does not really exist. This may stem 
from the unsavory consequences of postulating such a view. A 
wholesale denial of the reality of the constructed {samskrta) would 
seem to lead to the unfortunate conclusion that suffering is in fact not 
real. 32 Such being the case, there would be no necessity for a Mahayana 
path since only the dharmakaya really existed anyway! Such a view, 
however, can be discerned implicitly in the text when the Srimdla 
argues that the factors of the constructed realm (specifically the first, 
second, and fourth noble truths) do not ultimately exist because they 
are impermanent (anitya) and lacking a self (< anatman ). The view that 
there is no religious path, no bondage, and no liberation, since all of 
these are impermanent and thus not ultimately real, is in fact the view 
of the Gaudapadiya-karikd , as expressed, for instance, in GK 11.32: 

Neither cessation nor origination, neither one bound nor one practicing 
spiritual discipline, neither one aspiring for liberation nor one who is 
liberated. This is the supreme truth. 

Of course we have already encountered a similar via negativa in 
the Prajnaparamita literature; in these texts, however, there was no 
question of this path leading to the affirmation of an unconditioned, 
absolute reality. The Srimdla leaves certain fundamental questions about 
the nature of the tathagatagarbha unanswered. It does not make any 
serious attempts to reconcile the notion of an intrinsically pure mind 
with that of the existence of defilements. The text also does not deal 
with the problem of the relationship between the tathagatagarbha's 
twin functions as the store of the pure buddha-dharmas on the one 
hand and as the support of the constructed world on the other, nor 
is its relationship with ignorance ever clarified (both being described 
as the source of the world’s manifestation). 33 

For the Madhyamaka and classical Yogacara schools the question 
of the relationship between the mind and the factors that defiled it was 
something of a pseudo-problem since both consciousness ( vijhana ) and 
defilement (Mesa) were fundamentally empty and so ultimately without 
basis. The problem arose for the tathagatagarbha texts, however, 
because they seem to have accepted neither the Madhyamaka 
conception of universal emptiness nor the Yogacara position that the 
mind (cittd) and its concomitant factors (caittas) were basically one 
and the same phenomenon (i.e., just-mind, citta-matra) . For those texts 
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that focus upon the notion of the tathagatagarbha , the reality of an 
intrinsically pure mind was a basic presupposition of their perspective, 
grounded as it was in a firm belief in the possibility of salvation and 
a religious orientation toward the spiritual catharsis of an apparently 
defiled consciousness. As such, their major philosophical concern was 
the attempt to delineate the relationship between an ultimate reality 
(i.e. the intrinsically pure mind or dharmakaya) and a conventional 
reality (the constructed factors or samskrta dharmas and the adven¬ 
titious defilements or agantuka klesa). 

The emphasis upon the tathagatagarbha as an embryonic and 
processive factor not to be mistaken for a self, despite its permanent 
and indestructible nature, and the text’s recourse to the doctrine of the 
momentariness of consciousness suggest that the Srimald was unwilling 
to endorse a fully blown absolutism based upon the sole reality of the 
dharmakaya. Notable, however, is a shift in perspective away from the 
» universality of emptiness as expounded in the Madhyamaka and classical 
Yogacara schools. 

We have briefly considered the philosophical perspective of the 
Snmaldsutra and suggested that in some respects it can be compared 
to the absolutism of the Gaudapadiya-karikd. Nevertheless, there is 
no evidence to suggest any connection between the Srimdla and the 
GK as such other than the former’s partial acceptance of atman 
terminology and its equivocal and somewhat tentative movement 
toward a form of absolutism. It is unlikely, therefore, that the author 
of GK IV derived his absolutistic interpretation of the Mahayana 
tradition from the Snmaldsutra. 

The Snmaldsutra' s unwillingness to relinquish wholeheartedly the 
language of no-self {anatman) shows an awareness of the importance 
of the concept as a symbol of Buddhist identity in contrast to the 
Brahmanical atman traditions in India. The Mahaparinirvanasutra, 
however, appears to find no difficulty in the utilization of “self” 
{atman) terminology in relation to the tathagatagarbha. The Sutra , 
translated into Chinese by Dharmaraksa c. 412 CE, appears to have been 
compiled some time in the fourth century. Today only Sanskrit 
fragments remain of what is a somewhat complex and heterogenous 
text. The “Northern edition” {Hokuhon-Nehan) of the text appears to 
be the original translation by Dharmaraksa, but a “Southern edition” 
{Nanpon-Nehan) incorporating translations of later sections of the 
Sutra also exists. Although the origin of these later sections is 
historically rather obscure, this latter edition is particularly noteworthy 
for its explicit references to the universality of the tathagatagarbha , 
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including even the icchantikas (i.e. those felt to be beyond the hope 
of salvation). 34 

The Mahaparinirvanasutra is the Mahayana equivalent of the pre- 
Mahayana canonical text of the same name (Pali: Mahaparinibbana 
Suttanta), that claims to be an authentic record of the last days of the 
Buddha. The Mahayana text, however, places little emphasis upon the 
historical Buddha declaring that “the Tathagata is eternal and 
unchanging.” 35 In the Chapter on “Grief” the four “upside down” or 
erroneous positions ( viparyasa ) are discussed. The Buddha praises his 
followers for meditating on the sorrowful ( duhkha ), the impermanent 
(anitya) and the selfless ( anatman ), but then declares that there is a 
superior form of meditation, i.e. that which focuses upon the 
permanent, the blissful, the pure, and the “self.” 36 This theme is 
developed further in the larger heterogenous text where the Buddha 
declares that: 

The thought of self against no-self and the thought of no-self against self 
are the upside downs. The people of the world say that there is self, and 
within Buddhism, too, we say that there is self. The people of the world 
say that there is self, but there is no Buddha Nature ( buddhadhdtu ?). This 
is the raising of thought of self in [what is] no-self. This is an upside- 
down. The self talked about in Buddhism is the Buddha Nature. The 
people of the world say that there is no self in Buddhism. This is a thought 
of no-self in [what is] the self. 37 

The Mahaparinirvanasutra clearly differs from the Snmala in its 
description of the tathagatagarbha as a self. In the chapter “On the 
Nature of the Tathagata” 38 the Sutra declares that “ ‘Self ( atman) means 
‘ tathagatagarbha .’ Every being has the Buddha Nature. This is self. 39 
The text also expresses disapproval of those who understand the 
Tathagata to be a conditioned being 

What is a right thing to say is “The Tathagata is definitely an 
uncreate”. . .One may well throw away one’s own self, but not say that 
the Tathagata is equal to what is created. One must say that the Tathagata 
is an uncreate. By saying that the Tathagata is an uncreate, one attains 
the unsurpassed bodhi 40 

It would seem that the Sutra wishes to establish the view that the 
Tathagata is an essentially unconditioned (asamskrta), unchanging, and 
eternal reality. It is possible then that Paul Williams is correct when 
he suggest that, 
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The Mahdparinirvana Sutra teaches a really existing, permanent element 
(Tibetan: yang dag khams) in sentient beings. It is this element which 
enables sentient beings to become Buddhas. It is beyond egoistic self- 
grasping—indeed the very opposite of self-grasping—but it otherwise 
fulfills several of the requirements of a Self in the Indian tradition. 
Whether this is called the Real, True Transcendental Self or not is as such 
immaterial, but what is historically interesting is that this Sutra in 
particular (although joined by some other Tathagatagarbhasutras) is 
prepared to use the word “Self ’ {atman) for this element. However one 
looks at it the Mahdparinirvana Sutra is quite self-consciously modifying 
or criticizing the no-Self traditions of Buddhism. 41 

Like the Snmdldsutra , there is no evidence to suggest any specific 
connection with the doctrines of the Gaudapacfiya-kdrikd. Neverthe¬ 
less, the possibility of an absolutistic strand of thought within Indian 
Mahayana does suggest a more general source for the GK’s absolutistic 
use of Mahayana philosophical ideas. It is our view that an implicit (and 
sometimes explicit) absolutism is detectable in a number of Mahayana 
texts which utilize the notion of a tathagatagarbha. This is not to 
suggest that all such texts are absolutistic, only that some of them can, 
and thus in all probability were, understood in such a manner in 
Buddhist circles at the time of the composition of GK IV. 

As we have seen, the Snmdldsutra does not make explicit the 
precise relationship between the tathagatagarbha and the dharmakaya. 
This produces a variety of doctrinal and hermeneutical problems. How, 
for instance, is one to reconcile the statements in the Snmala that the 
tathagatagarbha is not a self to the declaration that the dharmakaya 
is the perfection of self (< atmaparamitd )? To further exacerbate the 
situation, there is also the problem of reconciling this position to the 
apparently conflicting statements made by the Mahaparinirvanasutra , 
which has little or no reservations about the use of atman terminology 
to describe the tathagatagarbha. 

The Systematization of Indian Tathdgatagarbhai 
The Ratnagotravibhdgasdstra 

The Ratnagotravibhdga (RGV) is unique as the only Indian sdstra 
devoted specifically to an exposition of the tathagatagarbha doctrine. 
No doubt one of the reasons behind the composition of the 
Ratnagotravibhdgasdstra was to overcome the various doctrinal 
variations and inconsistencies presented by this group of texts. It seems 
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likely that the RGV originally consisted of a number of karikas, 
attributed to Maitreya by the Tibetan traditions, and later expanded to 
include a verse and prose commentary ( vyakhya ) written in all 
probability by the text’s redactor Saramati. 42 The final text of the 
Ratnagotra (including the commentary) was translated into Chinese 
in 511 CE. It seems likely then that the final version of the text was 
completed sometime in the late fourth to early fifth century CE, 43 thus 
placing it in a period before the composition of the fourth prakarana 
of the GK. However, judging by the frequency with which the sastra 
is quoted in other Mahayana works, it does not seem to have been an 
important influence in Indo-Tibetan thought prior to the eleventh 
century CE. The sub-title of the RGV is the Mahayanottaratantrasastra 
or “The text on the final teaching of the Mahayana.” This name reflects 
the fact that the text was intended by its author(s) (and/or redactors) 
to be the definitive interpretation of Buddhist teachings. The copious 
and diverse quotations, taken from Prajnaparamita Sutras and from other 
Mahayana texts, point to the RGV’s expressed intention of explaining 
the correct interpretation of diverse elements of Buddhist thought. The 
most common thread in the text, however, is a persistent emphasis upon 
the tathagatagarbha doctrines and their greater clarification. As such, 
the primary scriptural authority for the Ratnagotra is the Srimalasiitra, 
a text which it quotes more than any other. 

The RGV explains the relationship between dharmakaya and 
tathagatagarbha through the delineation of two specific “modes” of 
suchness ( tathata ): defiled ( samala ) and undefiled ( nirmald ). In the 
Srimalasiitra, the tathagatagarbha was the embryonic seed or 
potential that existed within every sentient being. The actualization of 
this potential was the realization of the dharmakaya of the Tathagata. 
The Ratnagotra emphasizes the identity of these two factors through 
the unifying concept of Suchness {tathata). Thus, Suchness with 
defilements {samala tathata) is the tathagatagarbha while Suchness 
free from defilements ( nirmald tathata) is the dharmakaya. 

As we noted earlier, only two of the nine metaphors utilized in the 
Tathdgatagarbhasutra (and cited in the RGV) refer to the tathagat¬ 
agarbha as a dynamic, embryonic, and developmental “potential” 
within sentient beings. The remaining seven metaphors all suggest that 
the dharmakaya is already present, obscured from clear vision by what 
the Srimalasutra calls the “underlying defilement of ignorance.” This 
idea is developed further in the RGV through the notion of the non¬ 
origination {ajdti) of discursive thought (i vikalpa ) 44 and the idea of an 
intrinsically pure mind obscured by adventitious defilements. Let us 
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consider these two themes in order to throw more light upon the 
philosophical position of the RGV. 

According to the RGV, irrational thought {ayonisomanasikara) or 
discursive thought {vikalpa) are the cause of all mental, bodily, and 
verbal activities. They are, however, ultimately non-existent. Thus, 
through knowing this fact, neither discursive thought {vikalpa), duality 
{dvaya) nor suffering can arise. To substantiate this position the RGV 
quotes the Srimala's explanation of the “Truth of cessation” as nothing 
more than a name for the dharmakaya , and the following statement 
from the Jhdnalokalahkarasiitra (Taisho, XIII, No. 357, v. 247a): 

O, Manjusri,. . .there is neither origination nor extinction, mental actions 
as mind, intellect, and consciousness {citta-mano-vijhana) never take 
place. Wherever no mental action takes place, there is no false imagination 
by which they would think irrationally. One who applies himself with 
rational thought never makes Ignorance arise. Non-arising of Ignorance 
means non-arising of the Twelve Parts of Existence {dvddasa-bhavdnga), 
[i.e., the pratityasamutpdda cycle beginning with ignorance]. It is called 

“non-birth” {ajdti). 45 

Thus, we find the RGV referring to non-origination {ajdti), a major 
theme of both the Mahayana schools and of the GaudapacBya-karikd. 
Does the RGV’s understanding of non-origination conform to that of 
the Madhyamaka or is it more conducive to an absolutistic interpretation 
along the lines of the GK? According to the RGV the realization that 
irrational thought {ayonisomanasikara) does not actually exist is the 
means whereby the tathagatagarbha (defiled Suchness) realizes itself 
as the essentially undefiled {nirmald) dharmakaya of the Tathagata. 
This insight is explained in terms of the irruption of the causal chain 
of conditional arising {pratityasamutpdda) and the realization that, 
with the non-arising of ignorance, none of the other factors of existence 
can arise either. Thus the non-existence of ignorance (as the “basis” 
of the dependent-origination chain) necessitates the non-existence of 
the factors which arise in dependence upon it. This is the RGV’s 
explication of the fundamental Madhyamaka insight that dependent- 
origination (pradtya-sam-utpdda) is in fact no origination {an-utpada) 
at all. 

However, while the RGV clearly endorses the Madhyamaka inter¬ 
pretation of the pratityasamutpdda scheme and while this 
interpretation of the scheme is the central insight of that school, it is 
also clear that the text does not take the Madhyamaka doctrine of 
sunyatd to be its final position. All of the “limbs” {ahga) in the 
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pratltyasamutpada scheme are examples of conditioned phenomena 
This is true by definition since pratltyasamutpada means 
“condi tioned-co-arising.” The RGV seems to be suggesting that it is only 
conditioned factors that are denoted by the adjective “dependently- 
co-arisen” {pratityasamutpanna ). In sharp contrast to these factors 
then, it argues that the dharmakdya is unconditioned ( asamskrta ), 
permanent ( nitya), pure {subhd), blissful {sukha), and self-existent 
{atma). 46 On this view the pratltyasamutpada scheme is only valid 
as an explanation of the origination of conditioned phenomena 
{samskrta dharmas). This is a focal point of the RGV analysis for it 
means that “selflessness” and “emptiness” can only refer to con¬ 
ditioned phenomena and not to the unconditioned absolute (the 
dharmakdya). As we have seen, this view was prefigured in both the 
Srimala and Mahaparinirvanasiitras. 

Such a view clearly differs from that of the Madhyamaka school 
for which all conceptual dichotomies (e.g. bhdva — abhava; 
samskrta — asamskrta) operate within a state of mutual interdepend¬ 
ence (i.e. they are pratityasamutpanna). Thus, the notion of “non¬ 
existence” {abhava) implies and is conceptually reliant upon the 
contradictory notion of “existence” {bhdva) and vice versa. The entire 
structure of conceptual proliferation (prapahca) operates within a 
“play” of conceptual (prajhapti) and conventional {samvrti) “entities,” 
mutually supporting each other but having no ultimate support for 
themselves—a conceptual circularity with no beginning or end points. 
For the Madhyamika, this analysis is valid across the entire conceptual 
spectrum, leaving no stone unturned. Thus, even the notion of 
“unconditioned” {asamskrta) is conceptually dependent upon the 
notion of a “conditioned” {samskrta). Take away one piece from the 
house of cards and the whole edifice falls! But this does not entail, so 
the Madhyamika argues, that any one card can be said to be more “real,” 
substantial or supportive than any other. The RGV, however, seems to 
disagree and in its postulation of a self-existent {dtma), permanent 
0 anitya ), and unconditioned {asamskrta) reality, it appears to be 
endorsing an absolutistic understanding of ajdtivada more akin to the 
GK than the Madhyamaka. 

In the tathagatagarbha texts the description of traditional Buddhist 
teachings such as the three “marks” of existence (i.e. duhkha, anitya ,* 
and andtman) and the four Noble Truths as provisional, or valid only 
with regard to the conditioned factors of the conventional world 
(. samvrti-sat ), is a clear devaluation of the act of contemplating the 
suffering, impermanence, and selflessness of experience. As we have 
seen, “emptiness” has been re-interpreted in these texts to refer to the 


emptiness of compounded or conditioned dharmas. For the RGV and 
its related texts, contemplation of these conditioned factors was simply 
not sufficient in the quest for enlightenment. 47 Progress upon the 
Mahayana path also requires personal experience of the tathagata - 
garbha as the base, locus, and substratum for these suffering, imper¬ 
manent, and constructed dharmas. The RGV, following the traditional 
Buddhist position, argues that it is wrong to describe compounded 
forms as permanent {nitya), blissful {sukha), self-established {atma) or 
pure {subha). It describes such misplaced attribution of “positive” 
characteristics as the fourfold delusion {viparydsa). The truth, there¬ 
fore, is that all compounded factors are impermanent {anitya), subject 
to suffering {duhkha), lacking an abiding-self {anatma), and impure 
{asubha). These are the traditional three marks of existence {tri- 
laksana) with an additional fourth declaring the impurity of all such 
phenomena. So far nothing has been stated that might contravene the 
views of the “mainstream” textual tradition of Buddhism. However, 
the RGV then suggests that the four “erronous positions” {viparydsa), 
become non-erronous {aviparyasa) when applied to the dharmakdya, 
which can therefore be legitimately described as permanent {nitya), 
blissful {sukha), self-established {atma), and pure {asubha). Thus, 

“Being the Antidote to this notion, there is established the fourfold 
Supreme Virtue of the Absolute Body [i.e. the dharmakdya] of the 
Tathagata. That is to say, the Supreme Eternity (i nitya-pdramita ), the 
Supreme Bliss {sukha-paramita), the Supreme Unity {dtma-pdramitd), 
and the Supreme Purity {subha-paramita). 48 

The four positive “antidotes,” of course, are already to be found 
in the early texts of the tathagatagarbha tradition where they 
exemplify a radical revolution in the approach to traditional Buddhist 
concepts and meditative practices. This has created a problem when 
attempting to reconcile these texts to the mainstream emphasis upon 
duhkha, anitya, and andtman. 

The RGV also maintains that the intrinsically pure mind is without 
modification {avikdra). Thus, it is likened to space {dkasa) in that it 
is not compounded {samskrta) and is not subject to origination or 
destruction, being stable in its own essence {svarasa-yogena ). 49 Con¬ 
trary to this, all the defilements, that apparently pollute the mind, are 
conditioned factors that never actually come into contact {asam- 
baddha) with the “innately pure mind” {citta-prakrti-visuddhi). The 
RGV describes this innate mind in the following terms, 
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It has neither origination nor destruction, nor even stability [between 
two points]. 

The innate nature of the mind is brilliant and, like space, has no 
transformation at all; 

It bears, however, the impurity by stains of desires etc., 

Which are of accident and produced by wrong conception. 50 

We have already seen the basis of this view in the Srimalasiitra. 
In that particular text the mind was seen as essentially momentary and 
for that reason untouched by defilements. In the RGV, however, the 
mind has clearly taken on a pre-eminent status as an unconstructed 
element and, far from being momentary, is now the permanent and 
unchanging factor that supports the arising of defilements. In the 
Srimala , the tathagatagarbha notion was brought into play to account 
for the possibility of retaining the experience of suffering given that 
the mind was essentially momentary. This was necessary because the 
Srimala accepted the traditional Buddhist denial of a persisting personal 
self (pudgala-nairatmya) and as such had to deal with the problems 
of identity entailed by that position. In the RGV this problem is seen 
to have been overturned. It is still the case that there is no individual 
self, given that all separate and conditioned factors are impermanent 
and selfless; however, each individual being (sattva) has the uncon¬ 
ditioned dharmakaya as its intrinsic nature (svabhava). This dharma- 
kaya is, of course, the intrinsically pure mind—untouched by the 
adventitious defilements (dgantuka klesa). 


A Question of Hermeneutics: Is There a Mahayana Absolutism? 

The description of the “ tathagatagarbha texts” as absolutistic in 
contrast to the prevailing Mahayana rejection of absolutism has been 
criticized by a number of scholars in an effort to reconcile apparent 
doctrinal differences between various Mahayana texts. Sallie King in 
a discussion of this issue has suggested three “ways out of this 
problem.” 51 First, there is the suggestion that many tathagatagarbha 
statements are not ontological proclamations at all but are merely 
soteriological in intent. The second hermeneutical possibility, she 
suggests, is that the texts are “non-dualistic” not “monistic.” Presum¬ 
ably by this King means that the tathagatagarbha texts do not posit 
a substantialist monistic ontology, but instead expound the doctrine 
of non-duality (advaya) found in many Buddhist texts. Non-duality on 
this view is the denial of the reality of the subject-object bifurcation 
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(as in the Yogacara school) on the one hand, and the denial of the two 
types of extreme view (the positivistic and the negativistic) on the other. 
The third option, and this is the one that King seems particularly 
interesting in developing, is the idea that the tathagatagarbha notion 
denotes an “active self,” but not thereby a substantialist one. The various 
references to “self” etc. in tathagatagarbha texts are said to be used 
to express the dynamic and transformative nature of the Buddhist path. 
Thus, King suggests that: 

Buddha nature is expressly identified with such acts as wisdom, non¬ 
attachment and compassion. It is never represented as possessing a 
substantive thing-like character or attribute. It is specifically said that the 
“functions” of the Buddha nature are its “essence.” It is this identi¬ 
fication. . .which makes possible the affirmation of such a thing as the 
Buddha nature despite the emphasis on anatman and sunyata in the 
history of Buddhism. The Buddha nature functions as a metaphor for 
the efficacy and desirability of the Buddhist path without creating a 
substantial “thing” to which persons could become attached. As an 
“active self,” the Buddha nature is not an entity, but an identity comprised 
of certain acts. 52 

This is a non-absolutistic interpretation of the notion of “Buddha 
nature’ ’ that conforms nicely to mainstream Mahayana ideology. More 
recently, David Seyfort Ruegg has suggested two ways in which the 
“positivistic” notions of the tathagatagarbha texts can be reconciled 
to the traditional Buddhist approach. 53 They are: 

1. that tathagatagarbha texts are intentional (abhiprayika) texts 
that require further interpretation ( neyartha ). 54 

2. that tathagatagarbha texts are texts of definitive meaning 
(nitartba ) but are nevertheless “meta-theoretical” in their scope. 

Ruegg’s analysis is preferable to that of King’s since it succinctly 
enunciates the hermeneutical possibilities that were considered by 
Buddhist exegetes themselves. 

What then is meant in the RGV and other such texts by the term 
“perfection of self ’ ( atma-paramita )? Are we encountering a form of 
absolutism akin to the Vedantic view expounded in the Gaudapadlya- 
karika (and thus a potential source of the GK’s own view)? Brown 
argues, for instance, that the “perfection of self” is nothing more than 
the realization that one has no self. In other words, the term “self 
(,atma ) is being used in a propadeutical and essentially metaphorical 
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sense as a corrective to the dangers of interpreting sunyata in an overly 
negative and ontological sense. 55 Again, in relation to the “perfection 
of permanence,” Brown argues that nityapdramita does not imply 
a “concrete attribute, qualifying some quintessential concrete hypo¬ 
stasis.” Rather, 

the sastra's major intent in advancing the four gunaparamita is more 
properly pastoral and spiritually pedagogical, than it is ontological. 56 

John P. Keenan also argues that the interests of the “ tathagata - 
garbhavadins ” lay in the practical and not the theoretical sphere. 

The aim of the tathagatagarbha literature is then not to offer a rival 
synthesis to either Madhyamaka or Abhidharma, but to develop a practical 
doctrine that will encourage people to follow the path. . . this does not 
mean that tathagatagarbha is directly opposed to Madhyamaka. Again 
there is a shift in the context of meaning. For the majority of people, 
reading the tracts of Nagarjuna will probably always remain meaningless, 
for they have not experienced the all encompassing vision that leads to 
mystic consciousness. . Thus, tathagatagarbha functions in the main 
in the common sense context of meaning. 57 

This corresponds to Ruegg’s second option, the meta-theoretical 
interpretation of tathagatagarbha texts, and is in fact how the Tibetan 
dGe lugs pa (Prasangika Madhyamaka) school generally explained the 
apparent doctrinal discrepancies between tathagatagarbha and main¬ 
stream Madhyamaka texts. On this view, tathagatagarbha doctrines 
are the utilization of a cataphatic language adopted in order to alleviate 
the suffering of those beings who cannot understand that “all is empty.” 
All such works, therefore, were classified as texts of definitive meaning 
(mtdrtha ) since they dealt directly with the notions of no-self 
(nairatmya) and emptiness (sunyata). 58 

The other and prima facie the most obvious explanation of the 
various tathagatagarbha texts is that they are texts requiring further 
interpretation (neydrtha), that is, that they were written with an 
intentional purpose (dbhiprayika), so as to draw those people to the 
Buddhist path who could not understand the complexities of the 
notions of no-self and emptiness. This view is put forward in the 
Lahkavatarasutra that suggests that the tathdgatagarPha notion is 
taught as a self for the sake of non-Buddhists. 59 That this explanation 
is not appropriate in the case of the RGV should be clear from a careful 
reading of the text and from an awareness of the text’s expressed 


position as the “final doctrine” ( uttaratantra ). Thus, if we are to take 
the RGV’s doctrines at face value—there being no internal evidence to 
the contrary, we must inevitably draw the conclusion that the text 
represents a wholly different approach to the problems encountered 
by Buddhist philosophy than that exemplified by the texts of the 
Madhyamaka, Yogacara, and Abhidharma schools in India. 

Ruegg, however, follows the dGe lugs pa commentators in 
describing the tathagatagarbha texts as meta-theoretical works. In 
contrast to these, the sastric works of Nagarjuna etc. are said to provide 
an insight (prajha) into emptiness and no-self within a theoretical 
context. Thus the (Prasangika) Madhyamika utilizes the prasahga 
(reductio ad absurdum) technique in refuting the theories of others. 
In this way the philosophical texts of the Madhyamaka point to 
emptiness through a radical de-constructionism of conceptual entities. 
The tathagatagarbha texts, however, are said to deal with the same 
basic insights but from an essentially meta-theoretical context. The 
emphasis is upon praxis and not theory. 

Keenan suggests that there has been “a shift in the context of 
meaning” in the transition from Madhyamaka to tathagatagarbha 
ideas. This is undoubtedly the case but does not in itself mean that the 
views outlined in Madhyamaka and tathagatagarbha texts are beyond 
meaningful comparison, despite the probability that they were intended 
for different audiences or the fact that they exhibit different approaches 
or “meaning contexts.” Keenan argues that the tathagatagarbha 
tradition was not a scholastic movement in India and so was not a 
legitimate “rival” of either the Madhyamaka or Yogacara positions. 
Despite this, it is my view that the texts of this “strand” of Mahayana 
Buddhism do possess a distinctive philosophical position; one, in fact, 
that is structurally different in both form (as Keenan, Grosnick, 60 and 
Brown accept) and content (which they do not). The existence of the 
Ratnagotravibhdga , itself a philosophical sastra , suggests that 
tathagatagarbha ideas can be, and indeed were, meaningfully com¬ 
pared to the philosophical positions of the Madhyamaka and Yogacara 
schools. 

Whether the Ratnagotravibhdga was intended for a different 
audience or written for a different reason is largely beside the point 
for the text clearly distances itself from the Madhyamaka conception 
of sunyata, arguing that the tathagatagarbha is empty of defilements 
(klesa) but not empty of pure b uddh a - dharm as . Ruegg, following the 
dGe lugs pa commentators, is misleading in his suggestion that the 
tathagatagarbha ideas are “explicated in such a manner as to be 
consonant with the definitive teachings of nairatmya and siinyatd 
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according to the criterion established by the Aksayamatinirde'sasutra 
and the Samddhirajasutra ,” 61 The Tibetan hermeneutical principle to 
which Ruegg refers is basically the view that a Buddhist text that 
discusses the notions of nairatmya and simyata must, by definition, 
be definitive in its meaning. While it is true that the tathagatagarbha 
texts do fulfill the formal requirements of the hermeneutical principle 
laid down in those two texts insofar as they discuss both the doctrines 
of no-self and emptiness, in terms of philosophical content it is difficult 
to reconcile the standard Madhyamaka conception of emptiness with 
the notion as it is understood within the tathagatagarbha tradition. 
The incommensurability of the two perspectives remains despite an 
orthodox “massaging” of the texts. 

The view that tathagatagarbha texts are definitive in meaning but 
meta-theoretical in approach presents us with another hermeneutical 
possibility. Sallie King argues (cp. Keenan) that the “ tathagatagarbha ” 
notion is basically soteriological in intent; it is the idea of an “active 
self” following the Mahayana path to transformation (< asraya- 
paravrtti). This is an attractive interpretation. However, it seems more 
appropriate to acknowledge the possibility of divergent “strands” 
within the Buddhist tradition. To argue that all of the tathagatagarbha 
texts were written with a propadeutical and didactic purpose (and 
therefore did not intend to postulate some form of hypostatized absolute 
in the form of the dharmakaya), is somewhat problematic. Ruegg 
himself, despite his own attempts to reconcile tathagatagarbha ideas 
to mainstream Madhyamaka philosophy, acknowledges that 

the question may even arise as to whether the name “Buddhism” denotes 
one single entity rather than a classification embracing (more or less 
polythetically) a very large number of strands held together by family 
resemblances. 62 

One suspects that the situation in Buddhist India was somewhat 
akin to that of modem Buddhist scholarship—a healthy plurality of 
perspectives upon the tradition. For some scholars the Buddhist 
tradition consistently upholds an absolute, while for others there is no 
absolute to be found, everything being in a state of flux ( anitya ) and 
insubstantiality ( nairatmya ). It is likely that neither of these 
perspectives fully encapsulates the diversity of Mahayana thought in 
India. As I have argued in previous chapters, the “non-absolutistic” 
interpretation of Buddhism is an appropriate way of understanding the 
perspectives of “mainstream” textual Buddhism. 65 Nevertheless, each 
text should be examined on its own.merits. As Paul Williams has 


suggested, scholars should resist the temptation of reducing Mahayana 
philosophy to “a series of footnotes to Nagarjuna.” 64 To aigue that all 
Indian Mahayanists agreed unanimously in the interpretation and 
meaning of fundamental Buddhist doctrines is to fail to acknowledge 
the diversity of human expression and the pluralistic nature of the 
Mahayana movement. 65 

Nevertheless, one can accept the view that tathagatagarbha ideas 
often occur in a “cathartic” and practical rather than an epistemological 
and theoretical context without assuming that this thereby restricts the 
sense in which they can be meaningfully compared with other 
“philosophical” aspects of the tradition. The professed practical 
orientation of the tathagatagarbha texts does not preclude them from 
expressing philosophical positions that differ from that of the 
“mainstream.” While a number of thematic links can be established 
between the tathagatagarbha texts and the developing Yogacara 
school, there is a clear divergence in their respective philosophical 
positions. 66 Even if not as systematically developed as the philosophical 
views of the Mahayana schools, the Indian tathagatagarbha texts that 
we have been considering seem, at least at face value, to uphold a form 
of absolutism based upon the hypostatization of the unconditioned 
(, asamskrta ) dharmakaya. 61 Consequently, one can say that these texts 
and the movement that they represent provide a potential source for 
the absolutistic conception of the Mahayana found in the GK. 

Tathagatagarbha and Two Types of Emptiness in Tibetan Mahayana 

T a rer Tibetan exegesis of the Mahayana tradition saw the elucidation 
of two distinctive conceptions of emptiness. The first, rah stong pa 
(svabhava-sunyatd) , or “emptiness-of-self,” denotes the selflessness of 
all dharmas and corresponds to the position of the Indian Madhyamaka 
school in particular. This is generally regarded to be the position upheld 
by Tsong kha pa and his school, the dGe lugs pa (Prasangika 
Madhyamaka). The second position, gzhan stong pa (paradharma- 
simyata), or “emptiness-of-other,” denotes the selflessness of com¬ 
pounded dharmas. In Tibet, the school most readily associated with 
this point of view was the Jo nan pas, who are criticized by their 
opponents for upholding an apparently eternalistic position Thus, 
Ruegg notes that 

Their fundamental doctrine was the Void-of-the-other (gzhan ston), that 
is, an absolute which is established in reality and is Void of all 
heterogenous relative and phenomenal factors, as against the Void-of- 
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Own-being (rah stoh, svabhava 'sunya ) of the Madhyamika which the Jo 
nan pas considered to be a merely preliminary or lower doctrine bearing 
on the relative (samvrti) and not on the absolute Meaning (paramartha ). 
Although, the Jo nan pas none the less considered themselves true 
Madhyamikas, the Tibetan Madhyamikas who follow Candrakirti—in other 
words the majority of Tibetan scholars—resolutely oppose and refute their 
theories. 68 

The upholders of gzhah-stong argue that the self-emptiness model 
(rah stong ) is adequate as a description of the nature of the samsaric 
world but that it cannot explain its appearance. Provisionally then, all 
gzhah-stong theorists accept rah stong pa. 6 * However, they would 
contend that one must understand that behind this empty world there 
exists the pure Buddha-mind. Thus, as Williams notes: 

The gzhan stong tradition shows a clear tendency towards creating an 
ontological absolute through the hypostasi 2 ation of experience. 
Inasmuch as there is a direct denial of the anti-ontological expressions 
of the dGe lugs pa, and in speaking of the ultimate as primevally existing, 
permanent, self aware, and self luminous, not empty but rather enjoying 
a fundamental ontological status, so the gzhan stong has created an 
ontology of the (transcendental) subject. This is an ontology which 
postulates as a substratum to a denial of a self-luminous, albeit 
depersonalized, awareness cleared of adventitious defilements. 70 

Gzhan stong pa, of course is at variance not only with the dGe 
lugs pa tradition of,Tibet but also with the Indian Madhyamaka and 
Yogacara schools, both of which place a great emphasis upon the 
universality of the pratityasatnutpcida scheme for explaining the 
appearance of the world in terms of the inter-dependent arising of 
dharmas. Nevertheless, the perspective that precipitated gzhan stong 
pa is an archaic one and can be traced back to various statements in 
the texts of early Buddhism. 71 The most likely direct antecedents of 
the gzhan stong position, however, appear to be the various tatha- 
gatagarbha works of Indian Mahayana, that clearly understands 
emptiness to refer to compounded dharmas alone. This is interesting 
since, as Ruegg notes, these are precisely the texts appealed to by the 
Jo nan pas. 72 

For the Jo nan pas, the unconditioned Buddha-nature is unaffected 
by the fluctuations of the empty and impermanent dharmas of samsaric 
experience. The defilements are seen as adventitious elements that never 
actually came into contact with the intrinsically pure mind. This view 
is in marked contrast to the prevailing view of scholastic Buddhism 
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in India, that envisaged consciousness as a phenomenal mixture of pure 
and impure elements {dharmas). 

We should note at this point that whereas the tathagatagarbha 
strand of Buddhist thought seems more amenable to the latter 
interpretation (gzhan stong —“other-empty”) and to that extent upholds 
a form of absolutism based upon the reality of the intrinsically pure 
mind (cittaprakrtivisuddha), the Madhyamaka (rah stong —self-empty) 
does not. 73 The accommodation of these two trends within the wide 
spectrum of Buddhist thought is a testament to the “open-endedness” 
of the Buddhist approach to doctrinal matters and to the overwhelming 
importance of updya —using the means available—in order to alleviate 
suffering. 

As we have seen, one of the primary reasons for the development 
of tathagatagarbha ideas was the attempt to “save” the concepts of 
“suffering” and “liberation” from the nullification of the emptiness 
doctrine. Universal emptiness (sarva-dharma-sunyata) was seen by 
some to circumvent the very possibility of salvation and so, in order 
to correct this “extreme,” the notion of emptiness was qualified so as 
to refer to the constructed realm of samsara alone. However, the final 
consequence of this view is that, from the gzhan stong point of view, 
ultimately there is no samsara or bondage since everything is essentially 
in nirvana. All beings are already enlightened (< ddibuddha). 74 One 
should note the similarity between this view and the absolutism of the 
Advaita Vedanta school. As we have seen, the Gaudapadlya-karika also 
declares that everything is essentially enlightened (IV. 92); all is Brahman! 

From the perspective of the self-emptiness view (rah stong pa ), 
however, the postulation of an unconditioned reality is superfluous 
since the world can be explained in terms of the interdependence 
(pratltyasamutpada) of its constituents. This eradicates the need for 
a creative or supportive principle. In fact, according to these thinkers, 
the appearance of samsara cannot be explained adequately in any other 
way. The upholders of gzhan stong pa thus have the problem of 
explaining the relationship between an unconditioned and essentially 
pure reality and the defiled world of samsara. This is a problem for 
all substrative philosophies of this kind. In the Vedanta tradition, for 
instance, a similar objection is raised in Brahmasiitra 2.1.26. If the 
whole of Brahman transforms it becomes another, rendering Brahman 
non-existent, and yet if only a part of Brahman is transformed, this 
contradicts the unity and partlessness of Brahman. In the Srimdldsutra , 
the problem of the relationship between the pure mind and the 
adventitious defilements is also at the forefront of the author’s mind. 
Both the Brahmasutra and the Srimdldsutra , however, refuse to 



230 


Early Advaita Vedanta and Buddhism 


Absolutism in the GK and the Mahayana 


231 


respond to the problem suggesting that the disciple should accept the 
existence of the tathagatagarbha/Bmhman on faith alone. Neither 
sutra was prepared to embrace the radical absolutism of the 
Gaudapadiya-kdrika which does attempt to overcome the problem. 
From the GK’s point of view, Brahman (the absolute) has never actually 
transformed itself into a created realm and so the problem of its 
relationship to that realm cannot even arise. 

In the Mahayana movement, therefore, there appear to be (at least) 
two widely differing conceptions of the Buddhist Path. Etienne Lamotte 
has formulated the distinction between these “strands” as perspectives 
exemplified by the “cessation of mental activity” ( acitta ) on the one 
hand and “the innate purity of mind” (< citta-visuddhi-prakrti ) on the 
other. 75 Both approaches claim to be the definitive statement of the 
Buddha’s teachings and both lead to contrasting explanations of the 
Buddhist message. It is interesting to note that both approaches explain 
away the texts of the other through misinterpretation or by assigning 
them the status of a text requiring further interpretation ( neyartha ). 
This is not the place to become embroiled in the debate concerning 
the true intent of the Buddha’s original message, suffice it to say that 
these two interpretations of Buddhism correspond to the two main 
“schools” of interpretation in Buddhist scholarship today (i.e. the 
absolutists and the non-absolutists). 

Many proponents of the absolutistic approach to Buddhism argue 
that the Buddha did not in fact deny a self but was merely denying that 
the self can be found in the five skandhas. These scholars point to the 
frequent occurrence of reflexive pronouns such as “this” ( idam ) as 
evidence that the Buddha’s “no-self” statements were referring to a self 
in this empirical world and were not denials of the possibility of a 
“trans-empirical” or “supramundane” self. Thus the Buddha was not 
denying that a self exists, rather his was a denial of a self within the 
five skandhas of samsaric experience. Daisetz Suzuki, for instance, 
argued in his Outlines of Mahayana Buddhism that the Buddhist and 
Vedantic uses of the term “ atmart ’ differ; the former being understood 
as an empirical and personal ego (pudgala) and the latter being 
understood as an “abstract metaphysical substance.” Consequently, 
Suzuki could then argue that the two views were essentially compat¬ 
ible. 76 There are, of course, many possible permutations of this 
approach, but their one distinguishing feature is the tendency to provide 
either an “absolutistic” or an “agnostic” interpretation of the Buddha’s 
teaching concerning the status of the self. 

The most famous quotation from the scriptures of early Buddhism 
that is often used to support the “absolutistic” tendencies of the pure- 
mind “strand” is that found in Udana , 


There is, brethren, an unborn, a not-become, a not-made, a not- 
compounded. If there were not, brethren, this that is unborn, not-become, 
not-made, not-compounded, there could not be made any escape from 
what is bom, become, made, and compounded. But since, brethren, there 
is this unborn. . . therefore is there made known an escape from what 
is born, become made, and compounded. 77 

This can be interpreted as a succinct expression of the dependence 
of the conditioned world of samsaric appearance upon the uncon¬ 
ditioned reality that supports it as its raison d'etre. It should be noted, 
however, that an ontological interpretation of the verse is by no means 
the only possibility. The verse may simply be making the point that 
the two realms “ samsdra ” and “ nirvana ” are mutually dependent and 
not that samsdra is in any way dependent upon a subjacent ground 
known as nirvana. 

The second interpretation of anatmavdda takes the assertion of 
“no-abiding-self” in a more literal and straight-forward sense. 
Proponents of this view argue that the Buddha’s statements should be 
taken at face value and that he is declaring his opposition to all theories 
based upon the conception of a “self.” These scholars point to the 
analysis of the individual into five skandhas as the Buddhist explanation 
of how a succession of momentary “heaps” (skandhas) can appear as 
a composite and unified individual (pudgala ). The distinction between 
these two interpretations is not always clear and it would seem that 
many are unsure or even unaware that there are two distinctive 
traditions of interpretation at work here. The important point to note 
at this point, however, is that there is a “strand” of thought 78 within 
the Buddhist tradition that finds no difficulty in the adoption of “self” 
(atman) terminology to describe the ultimate truth. This tradition was 
most notably exemplified in Indian Mahayana by the tathdgatagarbha 
texts and in Tibet by the Jo nan pas (who no doubt were not the only 
representatives of this position). 

The Gaudapadiya-karikd and Tathdgatagarbha Buddhism 

From where does the author of GK IV derive his absolutistic 
conception of the Buddhist tradition? One potential source could have 
been those Indian Mahayana texts that focus upon the notion of 
“tathdgatagarbha .” Certain of these texts approach the major themes 
of the Buddhist tradition (andtmata, sunyatd, anityatd etc.) from an 
apparently absolutistic perspective. Various explanations for this have 
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been put forward by scholars attempting to reconcile divergent trends 
within the Mahayana tradition, but it seems likely that some Indian 
Mahayanists upheld a form of absolutism in their belief that uncom¬ 
pounded or unconditioned ( asamskrta ) Buddha dharmas are not in 
themselves empty (< asunya ). One should note, however, that the 
tathagatagarbha notion never precipitated a philosophical movement 
of its own within Indian Buddhism, although in the Tibetan Jo nan pa 
school we appear to have a later example of just such a development. 
The degree to which the early tathagatagarbha texts were taken to 
be straightforwardly orthodox by the Mahayana scholasts probably 
reflects the fact that absolutism was never a viable alternative for the 
Mahayana philosopher since the scholastic tradition largely structures 
its own position in contrast to what it sees as the absolutism of the 
Brahmanical (especially the Vedantic) traditions. In Tibet and the Far 
East, however, the symbolic (and paradigmatic) opposition between the 
two traditions was not a predominating factor. Therefore, it became 
possible for the innovations and philosophical distinctiveness of some 
of the tathagatagarbha texts to be fully appreciated and intellectually 
developed in scholastic directions (i.e. as darsanas ). 79 

In Tibetan Buddhism the disputes between the dGe lugs pas and 
the Jo nan pas reflect an antagonistic clash between constrasting 
philosophical paradigms (although, in the case of Tibetan Buddhism 
many scholastic disputes were also fueled by political considerations). 
Retrospectively then, one can see structural similarities between the 
absolutism of the GK and the conception of reality endorsed by some 
tathagatagarbha texts. Both the GK and the tathagatagarbha texts 
deny the independent-existence ( svatantrika) of the individual self 
(jivatman, pudgala ). 80 The Mahayana schools deny the independent 
existence of all contingent entities ( bhava ) on the grounds that 
everything is dependently-originated (pratltyasamutpanna ). In the GK 
and the subsequent Advaita Vedanta school, however, Brahman is 
affirmed as the (sole) ultimate reality on the grounds that it is an 
independent and self-established existent. In the postulation of an 
independently existing and unconditioned realm of pure asamskrta 
(Buddha) dharmas the underlying paradigm of the tathagatagarbha- 
texts is structurally similar in that it too posits the existence of an 
independent existent or absolute reality—the dharmakdya —underlying 
apparent defilements. In the final analysis, in fact, all is the 
dharmakdya , which seems to play the same part in this perspective 
as the supreme self (paramdtman ) in the Advaita Vedanta system. As 
the essential ground or nature (dharmadhdtu/dharmatd) of things all 
distinctions between dharmas are denied (all dharmas being asamskrta 


and nirvrti, i.e. essentially in nirvana). Such a view can even be 
described as non-dualistic. All of these structural similarities suggests 
Vedantic influences upon the tathagatagarbha texts themselves. This 
line of thought should not be readily dismissed. No movement develops 
in a cultural vacuum; interaction and mutual influence between 
Buddhist and Hindu schools has no doubt been a feature of the 
traditions from the beginning. Discussion of specific Vedantic influence 
upon the tathagatagarbha texts, however, is beyond the scope of the 
current study that is specifically concerned with the Gaudapadlya- 
kdrika and its Buddhist influences. Nevertheless, it is an interesting area, 
deserving of further research. 

The apparent similarities between the Vedantic perspective of the 
GK and that of the tathagatagarbha texts, however, should not be over¬ 
emphasized. As we have already noted, the predominant interpretation 
of the notion of “ tathagatagarbha ” in India understood the notion 
to be entirely orthodox in the Mahayana avoidance of absolutism. It 
is possible that many of these texts do not endorse absolutism and are 
in fact merely adopting a more cataphatic approach to the central 
themes of Mahayana Buddhism. Given the complexity and wide-ranging 
nature of the Mahayana tradition, however, it would be misleading to 
suggest that all Mahayana texts are speaking from a common philo¬ 
sophical perspective. The scholar must remain aware of the extent to 
which the notions of ekaydna and upaya-kausalya have been used 
by Mahayanists to harmonize philosophical divergences within the 
tradition. It seems highly probable that many Mahayana Buddhists 
understood (and still do understand) their tradition in broadly 
absolutistic terms. The extent to which this was or continues to be a 
predominant orientation is beyond our concern since this is not an 
exercise in counting heads. Given the complexity of such notions as 
siinyata etc., it would be ridiculous to assume that all Mahayana 
Buddhists had a satisfactory grasp of the “mainstream” import and 
significance of these terms. It is important to acknowledge, however, 
that in the philosophical and scholastic texts that we have considered 
(that represent the “mainstream” textual tradition) absolutism is 
consistently rejected as an extreme view based upon (and leading to) 
attachment. Upon closer examination then, the absolutism that scholars 
such as T. R. V. Murti find in the mainstream philosophical texts of 
Indian Mahayana Buddhism simply is not present! 

As we saw in the previous chapter, the fourth prakarana of the 
GK, in common with the work of modern scholars such as T. R. V. 
Murti, appears to endorse an absolutistic view of the Mahayana. This 
interpretation, while incorrectly attributed to “mainstream” Indian 
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Mahayana (i.e. philosophical or “darsanic” Buddhism), may have come 
from the author’s reading of such texts as the Snmalasutra , the 
Ratnagotravibhagasastra, and the Mahaparinirvanasutra. There is 
little textual evidence, however, that might suggest that the author has 
been specifically influenced by the notion of the tathagatagarbha or 
by texts which utilize that notion as their central concept. The adoption 
of the rare term “ Agrayana ” to refer to the Mahayana in GK IV.90, 
however, may very well derive from its occurrence in texts such as the 
Ratnagotravibhaga and the Mabayanasutralahkara —both pre- 
Gaudapadian compositions that freely utilize the notion of the 
tathagatagarbha to a great degree. Nevertheless, Indian Mahayanists 
themselves do not seem to have been terribly aware of any conflict 
between the views propounded in these texts and those found, for 
instance, in the Prajhaparamita sutras and other texts interpreting the 
Buddhist tradition from a “mainstream” (dharma-nairatmya) Mahayana 
perspective. The explicit development of the tathagatagarbha orien¬ 
tation was left to Mahayana philosophers in Tibet, China, and Japan. 
It remains a distinct possibility, nevertheless, that GK IV derives its own 
absolutistic reading of the Mahayana from the author’s awareness of 
Mahayana texts such as the Ratnagotravibhaga and the Mahayanasu- 
trdlahkara. Acknowledgment of the existence of a form of absolutism 
(albeit not the “mainstream” view) within the Mahayana tradition 
makes this possibility all the more likely. 


Conclusions 


The Date and Authorship of the Gaudapadtya-kcrika 

In chapter 1 we examined the text of the GK and considered 
questions of date and authorship. The traditional view of the text as 
the unitary composition of a figure known as Gaudapada is represented 
by the work of Mahadevan (1952) and Karmarkar (1953). The analysis 
therein, however, suggests that the text is composite in nature, a view 
shared by Vidhushekhara Bhattacharya (1943), (though he does not 
develop the point), Alexander Hixon (1976), Tilmann Vetter (1978), and 
Thomas Wood (1990). GK I can be reconciled with the other prakaranas 
but not easily and so is likely to be a separate (and more straight¬ 
forwardly Vedantic) text, integrated at some later date with the other 
chapters. GK II, III, and IV clearly uphold the same general philo¬ 
sophical position (ajativada, the equality of waking and dream states 
etc.) and thus are likely to be the work of members of the same 
philosophical school (probably established in Bengal—hence the name 
“Gauda”). I have also suggested (pace Hixon and Vetter) that GK IV 
is the latest and most sophisticated of the prakaranas. This view is 
based upon a detailed philological examination of the GK and a 
consideration of its relationship to the work of the sixth century 
Buddhist doxographer Bhavaviveka. The relationship between the GK 
and Bhavaviveka’s Madhyamakahrdaya-karika (MHK) is a complex 
one. GK III appears to be one of many sources for the chapter on the 
Vedanta in the MHK (and so must be pre-Bhavavivekan), while GK IV 
is aware of the sixth century Madhyamaka-Yogacara controversy over 
the status of the paratantra-svabhava (GK IV. 24,25). Christian Lindtner 
has noted the latter in a recent article but his short and equivocal 
comments concerning its relevance are hampered by a failure to con¬ 
sider the composite nature of the GK. 1 It was also suggested in chapter 1 
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that the entire text of the GK, despite its composite nature, is pre- 
Sankarite since it shows no evidence of any influences in the post-sixth 
century era. This indeed is the most commonly held view among 
scholars in this field, though recently Thomas Wood (1990) has voiced 
his dissent. 2 

All four prakaranas display evidence of Buddhist influence. Most 
notably in GK I are the references to prapcihca and vikalpa and the 
doctrine of non-origination (see especially GK 1.16, 17, and 18). The 
second prakarana displays evidence of an implicit Yogacaran influence 
in its interpretation of the Brhaddranyaka analysis of the dream and 
waking states. Again Mahayana influence is clearly present in verses such 
as 11.31 and 32, and the chapter’s general acceptance of ajdtivdda 
further substantiates this view. I have also attempted to demonstrate 
that the syncretism of GK II is related to the view (expressed later in 
GK III and IV) that ajdtivdda does not conflict with any other doctrine. 
This is itself dependent upon the analysis of views ( drsti ) found in 
Nagarjuna’s MiilaMadhyamakakdrikd . In GK III we find the utilization 
of Buddhist terminology and doctrines in a text that is largely concerned 
with Vedantic topics and themes. In particular, one should note the 
acceptance of the equation of waking and dream states and the doctrine 
of non-origination. Clearly, however, the most obvious examples of 
Buddhist influence are to be found in the fourth prakarana. Here we 
find explicit citations and allusions to Buddhist texts alongside 
discussions of the equality of the dream and waking states, the doctrine 
of the non-duality ( advaya ) of consciousness—i.e. the denial of the 
validity of subject-object divisions in experience, (both Yogacara- 
inspired themes), a Madhyamaka-style critique of causality, and the 
endorsement of the Mahayana doctrine of the non-origination of 
dharmas. The second, third, and fourth prakaranas , nevertheless, 
overlap with each other insofar as they all share certain “family 
resemblances.” The overlapping of themes between these three chapters 
suggest common lineage but not common authorship. It is because of 
the doctrinal and thematic commonalities between these three 
prakaranas in particular that one can meaningfully refer to 
“Gaudapadian thought” without thereby implying unity of authorship. 
The term does, however, imply that there is a strand of thought that 
can be discerned from the prakaranas when taken in toto. One can 
say then that “Gaudapadian thought” refers to the fundamental per¬ 
spective of the school of thought represented by the prakaranas 
(particularly the last three) of the Gaudapddiya-karikd. 


The Nature of Gaudapadian Thought 

Our analysis of the contents of the Gaudapddiya-karikd has 
highlighted the centrality of two doctrinal themes within the text. These 
are the doctrine of non-origination {ajdtivdda) on the one hand and 
the concept of asparsayoga on the other. 

Ajdtivdda in the GK 

My analysis of the Gaudapadian doctrine of non-origination 
concords with that of Tilmann Vetter (1978) in suggesting that it is 
dependent upon the Madhyamaka understanding of the non-arising 
{anutpdda) of dharmas. This, of course, is hardly a controversial 
statement! Previous studies of the GK, however, have failed to discuss 
the nature of this dependence and its implications for the relationship 
between the philosophies of the GK and the Mahayana. Both the 
Gaudapadian doctrine of non-origination and the text’s belief that it 
is not in conflict with any other view are drawn from an absolutistic 
(mis-)reading of Nagarjuna’s arguments in the MMK. Ihe GK takes 
Nagarjuna’s rejection of all views (drsti) as incipient forms of absolutism 
and adopts it for its own purposes. All views, the authors of the GK 
argue, entail an unoriginated absolute. This is seen as the final 
vindication of ajdtivdda. 

Analysis of the GK and some pertinent comments by the 
Madhyamika philosopher Bhavaviveka have highlighted the direction 
in which the Madhyamaka-Vedanta debate can most fruitfully progress. 
It would seem that the two schools reach a philosophical impass 
precisely over the question of “ svabhdva :: nihsvabhava ” and that 
this points to the incommensurability of the two approaches. The GK 
upholds a philosophical position that is structured in direct opposition 
to the dh arm a - n a i rat my a paradigm of the Madhyamaka and early 
Yogacara schools (whether the author of the fourth prakarana in 
particular is aware of this fact is indeed a moot point). This reflects 
the fact that historically the Advaita Vedanta perspective (< darsana ), as 
espoused in the Gaudapddiya-karikd , initially arose within a context 
of Mahayana philosophical hegemony. 

It is largely in response to the prevailing Buddhist paradigms that 
the early Advaita Vedanta of the GK structures its own position. This, 
for instance, has been shown through an analysis of MMK chapter XXIV 
and GK III. 17 and 18. Nagarjuna rejects all views insofar as they 
presuppose a svabhdva and therefore entail absolutistic consequences. 
In contrast, the author(s) of the GK accept all views for the self-same 
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reason. In a sense one might say that the authors of the MMK and the 
GK are looking at the same picture from opposite sides of the mirror 
Thetr presuppositions (and therefore their conclusions) are thus 
dtametncally opposed. Paradoxical as this may seem, it is because of 
he directly facing’ ’ nature of the two systems that the Mahayana and 
Advaita traditions are so often confused; in many respects their 
discussions and conclusions are mirrored in the views of the other 
Mirror images are, of course, reversals of the things which they reflect 
One must not take this analogy too seriously however. I am not 
suggesting that Advaita Vedanta distorts or merely reflects Mahayana 
themes and approaches. One must not forget the rich tradition of 
Vedantic speculation that preceded the GK (see chapter 2). Rather mv 
position is merely that the prima facie similarity of Advaita and 
Mahayana ideas, in actuality, reflects their direct incommensurability. 

is relationship refleas the historical roots of the early Advaita Vedanta 
paradigm, that is the GK’s philosophical reliance upon Mahayana 
themes and perspectives. I do not propound the thesis that the GK is 
dependent upon Buddhist sources either as a means of denigrating 
dvaita Vedanta as a living philosophical and religious tradition or in 
order to prove some claim of Buddhist philosophical superiority. My 
thesis, then, is intended to be primarily historical rather than ideological 
in intent (though I am aware that such a distinction is somewhat naive) 
Theoretically, Advaita Vedanta could have developed independently 
rom a particular reading of Brahmanical sources such as the Upanisads 
My work merely suggests that, historically, such a view ignores the 
cross-fertilization of ideas that undoubtedly occurred between the 
i erent religious schools in the Gaudapadian era, and the strong 
evidence that suggests that early Advaita (as exemplified by the GK) 
constructed its own basic paradigm in dialectical relationship with 
prevailing Buddhist philosophical ideas. 

At an early stage in its development the characteristic features of 
the Vedanta movement (as exhibited for instance in the Brahmasutra ) 
were structured in contra-distinction to, and reflect an ongoing debate 
with, the Samkhya school. Likewise, the philosophical paradigm 
outlined in the early Advaita Vedanta of the GK, while wholeheartedly 

T> Cd 4 a .u tlC m ltS absolutistic premises, reflects the contemporaneous 
uddhist context of the debate. One should note, however, that the 
antithetical atttitude toward Buddhism found in the works of Sankara 
and most of his disciples reflects the reactionary nature of the Advaita 
Vedanta paradigm upon its further establishment. In this later stage of 
development the school more clearly distinguishes itself from the 
ahayana influences of the earlier stages. This antithetical attitude is 
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not to be found in the earlier stage as exhibited by the GK, one reason 
being the absolutistic interpretation of the Buddhist tradition upheld 
by the author of the fourth prakarana . By contrast, the Sankara of 
the Brahmasutrabhasya (and other clearly authenticated works) tends 
to treat the Buddhists as arch nihilists. However, neither this, nor the 
Gaudapadian interpretation of mainstream Mahayana as absolutistic, 
are appropriate. 

Nevertheless, the philosophical perspective of the GK reflects a very 
early stage in the historical development of the Advaita Vedanta 
darsana . Further systematization and differentation from Buddhist 
sources, however, was left to Sankara and his successors. The impor¬ 
tance placed upon the great systematizers of the post-Gaudapadian 
Vedanta tradition should not prevent us from acknowledging the 
importance of the Gaudapadlya-kdrikd as an innovative and seminal 
text of the Advaita Vedanta school. 

Asparsayoga in the GK 

This study of the classical Yogacara of Asahga and Vasubandhu has 
pointed to the dangers of an unqualified designation of this school as 
a form of idealism. A distinction must be made between the idealistic 
epistemology of the early Yogacara and its final position, which seems 
more phenomenological than idealistic in its attitude to the external 
world. 3 Likewise, I have also suggested that Gaudapadian thought, as 
found in the fourth prakarana at least, might be more accurately 
designated “phenomenological” than “idealistic” given the author s 
reliance upon Yogacara theory and praxis and the denial of the ultimate 
reality of mind ( amanastd ). My analysis suggests that the discussion 
in GK IV is phenomenological, insofar as it is an examination of the 
nature of experience in the light of the non-origination of dharmas 
and not specifically ontological in import. Vetter has noted the 
philological distinction between the terms “ dharma ” in GK IV and 
“ bhdva ” in GK II and III, but fails to consider the philosophical 
implications of this for the “question of idealism in the text. 4 In fact 
the whole question of “idealism” is methodologically problematic in 
Indian context. The distinction in Vedanta between para vidya and 
apara vidya is based upon the belief in the primacy of “yogic states 
of consciousness (a similar distinction is found in Buddhism). One needs 
to take this yogic context into account when classifying Indian phil¬ 
osophy in terms of western categories. For GK IV everyday experience 
{apara vidya/vijhdna) is “idealistic,” but the yogic / enlightenment 
experience {para vidya/jhand) of Brahman is not! 
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The central connecting term in the fourth prakarana's phenom¬ 
enology of experience is “ asparsa-yoga that I have suggested is a 
multi-valented concept designating a thorough-going praxis (i.e. a 
dynamic interaction of philosophical reflection and meditative practice). 
This view is an integration of the narrower conceptions of the notion 
as discussed by 1). Bhattacharya and followed by Hixon (i.e. that 
asparsayoga is a description of a non-dual state of consciousness), 
2). Mahadevan et al. (that asparsayoga is a type of yoga), and 3) That 
asparsayoga is related to a specific theory of perception (a point 
acknowledged by Cole (1982), for whom asparsayoga is a combination 

of 1 and 3). My view is that asparsayoga is intrinsically linked to all 
three. 


The Nature of the Fourth Prakarana of the GK 

GKIV is a separate text written by a member of the same Vedantic 
school of thought as the authors) of GK II and III.* Vetter is correct 
to point out that the entire GK is dependent upon the Mahayana 
doctrine of the non-origination of dharmas, but this does not 
necessitate that GK IV (which discusses this issue) is thereby the earliest 
of th zprakaraiias. GK IV pays homage to the Buddha at the beginning 
of the text 6 and sees a great similarity between Vedanta and Buddhism. 
As 1 homas Wood has recently argued, the author of GK IV has an 
absolutistic view of the Mahayana.’’ The significance of this has not 
been noted before since previous scholars studying the relationship of 
the GK to Buddhism have been insufficiently aware of the absolutist 
:: non-absolutist distinction. The author of GK IV does, however, 
acknowledges his reliance upon the Mahayana at IV.90. 


GK IV and Tathagatagarbba Buddhism 

Previous work on the GK has worked on the philosophically 
narrow and historically misleading assumption that the Madhyamaka 
and Yogacara schools are the only Mahayana influences upon the 
philosophy of the GK. This reflects an inadequate grasp of the 
absolutistic :: non-absolutistic divide between Advaita Vedanta and 
scholastic Mahayana on the one hand, and a failure to appreciate the 
diversity of the Mahayana (encompassing absolutistic approaches also) 
on the other. In chapter 7 we considered certain pre-Gaudapadian texts 
of the Mahayana tradition that appear at times to uphold a form of 
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ontological absolutism akin to the doctrines of the GK. It was suggested 
that the imposition of a non-absolutistic orthodoxy upon all Mahayana 
texts is misleading both philosophically and historically, despite the 
many attempts by traditional Mahayana scholasts and modern 
academics to reconcile the texts with the mainstream position. A brief 
consideration of the later Tibetan debates over “self-emptiness” {rah 
stong) and “other-emptiness” (gzhah stong) suggests that the tatha- 
gatagarbha texts conform to the latter (absolutistic) doctrine of empti¬ 
ness and thus do not conform to the “mainstream” Madhyamaka/ 
Yogacara rejection of absolutism, (that is more characteristically rah 
stong). 8 The possibility remains, therefore, that the absolutistic 
conception of the Mahayana in GK IV may derive from the author’s 
acquaintance with the tathagatagarbba strand of Indian Mahayana. 
There is, however, little philological evidence to substantiate this 
hypothesis. 

Nevertheless, the imposition of an absolutistic ontology onto the 
mainstream (non-absolutistic) philosophical texts of the Madhyamaka 
and Yogacara schools by the author of GK IV is itself an unwarranted 
step. Further research needs to be carried out concerning the nature 
of the relationship between the absolutistic and non-absolutistic strands 
of the Mahayana. 9 Nevertheless, a few preliminary suggestions have 
been made concerning the differentation of these traditions and their 
direct confrontation in later Tibetan debates concerning the nature of 
emptiness. 
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A Running Translation 
of the Gaudapadiya-karika 


The Agama-prakarana 

The Three States (pada) of Experience (1-5) 

Visva, [is] the all pervading knower of the external [world]; Taijasa 
(the radiant), [is] knower of the internal [world]; and likewise Prajha, 
[is] a mass of cognition. [Through these states] one [entity] is known 
as three. [1] As three is it situated in the body. The opening ( mukha) 
for Visva is the right eye; for Taijasa it is in the mind; for Prajha it 
is in the space in the heart. [2] Visva always experiences the gross 
[object], Taijasa the subtle and likewise Prajha experiences bliss. [Thus, 
one should] know that experience is three-fold. [3] The gross [object] 
satisfies Visva, the subtle [object] Taijasa, and likewise bliss satisfies 
Prajha. [Thus, one should] know that satisfaction is threefold. [4] He 
who knows both the [object of] experience and the experiencer as they 
have been described to be in the three states, though experiencing, is 
not contaminated. [5] 

Analysis of Creation Theories (6-9) 

It is the firm conclusion [of wise men] that [there must be] an origin 
of all existing entities. Prana creates the universe [and] Purusa creates 
separately the rays of consciousness (i.e. the individual jivas). [6] Some 
creation-theorists, however, consider creation [to be] an outflowing 
(emanation). Creation is imagined by others as having the same form 
as dream and illusion (maya). [7] Creation is merely the will of the Lord 
(prabhur) so [think others who have] a firm conviction about creation 
and the time-theorists {kalacintakaj consider the creation of beings 
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[to be] from time. [8] Creation is for the sake of enjoyment (or 
experience), so say some. Others say for the sake of sport. This again 
is the lordly own-nature of the divine, for what desire is there for the 
one who has attained all wishes? [9] 

Turiya and the Three States of Experience (10-15) 

The All-pervading One is traditionally known as turiya (the Fourth), 
the Powerful, capable of bringing about the cessation of all suffering, 
the immutable and non-dual God (deva) of all beings. [10] These two, 
Visva and Taijasa, are taken to be conditioned by cause and effect but 
Prajha is conditioned by cause [alone]. However, in [the case of] turiya 
neither of those two (i.e cause and effect) is established (“ sidhyatah ”). 
[11] Neither self nor others, neither truth nor untruth— Prajha does 
not apprehend anything. That turiya [however] is always all-seeing. [12] 
Non-grasping of duality [is] common to both Prajha and turiya. Prajha 
[is] associated with the causal state of sleep, while it does not exist in 
turiya. [13] The first two [states] are associated with dream and sleep, 
Prajha, on the other hand is associated with dreamless sleep. The firmly 
convinced ones see in turiya neither sleep nor again dream. [14] Dream 
[is] for one who apprehends reality other [than it is]; sleep for one who 
does not know reality. When the errors in these two become extinct 
one attains to the Fourth stage. [15] 

The Nature of Reality for the Awakened Individual fjivaj (16-18) 

When the individual self (jiva ), asleep due to beginningless mayd, 
is awakened then he realizes the unborn, sleepless, dreamless, non¬ 
duality. [16] There is no doubt that if the multiplicity ( prapahca ) were 
existing it would cease to be [upon such realization]. This duality is 
only mayd- ultimately [there is only] non-duality. [17] If discursive- 
thought ( vikalpa) were [really] imagined (kalpita) by someone it would 
undoubtedly disappear. This doctrine is for the sake of instruction. 
When known, duality does not exist. [18] 

The Equation of the States (pada) with the Syllable Om (19-23) 

When there is the desire to state that Visva has A-ness, the common 
quality [of] being the first [would be] prominent; and for the equating 
of [Visva] with the [syllabic] portion [A in Aum], the common quality 
of pervading, itself [would be prominent]. [19] As regards the knowledge 
of Taijasa being possessed of U-ness [the common quality] superiority 
[or posteriority] is distinctly seen; for the equating of [Taijasa with] 
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the [syllabic] portion [U in Aum] [the common quality] the nature of 
being both, could be of the same type [that is, is distinctly seen.] [20] 
As regards Prajha possessing the state of M, the common quality, the 
measure [by which the remaining two are measured is] prominent; for 
the equating of [Prajha with] the [syllabic] portion [M in Aum] on the 
other hand, the common quality, merging, itself [is prominent]. [21] 
The man of conviction knows the equal common quality in the three 
abodes, he, the great sage, is worthy of worship and adoration by all 
beings. [22] The syllable A leads on to Visva and the syllable U as well, 
from Taijasa, and the syllable M again to Prajha. There is no path 
towards that which has no [syllabic] portions. [23] 

The Fruits of Meditation on Om (24-29) 

One should know the syllable Om, quarter by quarter. Without 
doubt the quarters [are] the [syllabic] portions. Having known the 
Omkara quarter by quarter, one should reflect upon nothing [else] 
whatsoever. [24] One should fix the mind upon Pranava [the syllable 
Om]; Pranava [is] Brahman void of fear; for him ever fixed upon 
Pranava, there is no fear anywhere. [25] Pranava indeed [is] the lower 
Brahman, Pranava also (ca) [is] the higher [Brahman]. Beginningless, 
without inside, without outside, unique, [and] immutable [is] Pranava. 
[26] Pranava indeed [is] the beginning, middle, and likewise the end 
itself of everything. Having indeed known Pranava thus, one attains 
to it immediately. [27] One should indeed know Prariava as the Lord 
(Isvara) established in the heart of all. Having thought of the all- 
pervading Omkara, the wise one does not grieve. [28] He who knows 
the Omkara, portionless and possessed of infinite portions, the [cause 
of] cessation of duality, [and] auspicious, [is] the sage, and none other. 
[29] 


The Vaitathya-Prakarana 

The Falsity of External Objects in Waking and Dreaming States (1-10) 

The wise speak of the unreality of all entities in dream, on account 
of their location within, owing to their being enclosed. [1] And owing 
to the shortness of time, one does not see the places one has gone to 
[in a dream], and moreover, when awakened, everyone is not in that 
region. [2] The non-existence of chariots and other [things] is attested 
in the sruti from the standpoint of logic. They say that the unreality, 
proven by that [statement] is evident in dream. [3] [The falsity] of diverse 



246 


247 


Early Advaita Vedanta and Buddhism 

things in the waking state is traditionally known from their location 
within ( antahsthana ). As it is there [in the waking state], so is it in 
dream, the difference is in the state of enclosure. [4] The wise say that 
the dream and waking states are one. On account of the similarity of 
diverse things [in the two states] on the strength of reason. [5] That 
which does not exist in the beginning and end is so also in the present. 
Being like the unreal, things are taken as not unreal. [6] The utility [of 
things in the waking state] is contradicted in dream; thus, on account 
of [their] having a beginning and end they are regarded as false and 
nothing else. [7] The strange thing is a normality for the agent 
(sthanidharma) [in dream] as for the dweller in heaven. This [person 
dreaming] sees those [things] having gone [there] as a well-trained 
person does here. [8] Even in the dream state, what is imagined inwardly 
by the consciousness ( antascetas ) is [regarded as] non-existing; what 
is grasped outwardly by the consciousness is [regarded as] existing [but] 
the unreality of these two is seen ( drsta ). [9] In the waking state also, 
what is imagined by the mind as interior is [regarded as] unreal and 
what is grasped by the mind as exterior is [regarded as] real [but] the 
unreality of these two is logical. [10] 

Nature of Perception of Objects in Both States (11-18) 

If there [is] the unreality of diverse things in both states, who 
cognizes these things? Who indeed is their imaginer? [11] The effulgent 
(deva) Atman imagines itself through itself by its own may a. It alone 
cognizes things. This is the conclusion of the Vedanta. [12] [The Atman], 
outward-minded, diversifies other objects existing within the mind and 
fixed ones; in this way does the powerful one (prabhu ) imagine. [13] 
Those that exist within for as long as the thought lasts (lit. thought- 
timers) and those which are external and exist in two points of time 
(lit. “duality-timers”—to be understood in terms of the duality of 
grahya-grabaka or grasped and grasping) are all merely imagined. 
[Their] differentiation is not due to any other factor. [14] Those again 
that are unmanifest within and those that are manifest outwards—all 
those are all imagined, [their] differentiation is [by means of] the 
different sense organs [with which they are cognized]. [15] [The dtman ] 
first imagines the jiva (individual soul), and then different things, 
external and internal (objective and subjective); as one knows so does 
one recollect. [16] As a rope not definitely ascertained in the dark, is 
imagined to be things like a snake or a line of water, so likewise is the 
dtman imagined. [17] When the rope is definitely ascertained the 
imagined thing disappears and there is non-duality in the form of the 
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Rope alone; likewise is the ascertainment of dtman. [18] [Atman] is 
imagined to be Prana and other innumerable things. This is the mdyd 
of that shining one iftasya devasya ”) by which it itself has been 
deluded. [19] 

List of Various Views of Nature of Reality (20-30) 

As Prana , the Prana -knowers imagine [Atman]; and as elements 
those who know the elements ( bhuta ); as gunas, those who know the 
gunas ; and as tattvas the knowers of them. [20] As the quarters (pdda) 
the knowers of the quarters; as sense-objects (visaya) the knowers of 
objects; as worlds ( loka ) the knowers of the worlds; and as gods (deva) 
the knowers of them. [21] As Vedas, the Veda-knowers; and as sacrifices, 
the knowers of them; as the Enjoyer, the knowers of the Enjoyer; and 
as the object of Enjoyment by the knowers of it. [22] As subtle, the subtle 
knowers [imagine dtman], as gross the knowers of the gross. As form 
say those who know form, and as formless say those who know the 
formless. [23] As time, the knowers of time; and as the four directions, 
the knowers of them; as theories, the theory-knowers; as (the fourteen) 
worlds the knowers of them. [24] Those who know the mind [imagine 
dtman] as the mind; as Intellect, by the knowers of the Intellect; as 
consciousness, the knowers of consciousness; as merit and demerit the 
knowers of them. [25] 

Some speak [of dtman] as constituted of twenty-five, and others 
as constituted of twenty-six; some as constituted of thirty-one; and as 
endless by others. [26] Those knowledgeable about people, [imagine 
Atman] as people; as stages of life, the knowers of them. The 
grammarians imagine it] as male, female, and neuter; and others as the 
higher and lower [Brahman]. [27] As creation, the knowers of creation; 
and as dissolution, the knowers of dissolution; as subsistence the 
knowers of subsistence, and all these [imaginations] are always here. 
[28] Whatever entity may be shown to one, one again sees that entity; 
and that [dtman] , protects him, having become him. Possessed by that 
[idea], it absorbs him. [29] This [dtman] is pointed out as though indeed 
separate, due to these entities that [are really] non-separate. One who 
knows thus truly imagines without hesitation. [30] 

The True Nature of Reality (31-38) 

As are seen dream and illusion and a castle in the air, so also is this 
whole universe seen by those well-versed in the Vedantas. [31] Neither 
cessation nor origination, neither one bound nor one practicing 
spiritual discipline, neither one aspiring for liberation nor one who is 
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liberated. This is the supreme truth. [32] And this is imagined to be 
non-existing entities themselves by means of the non-dual ( advaya ). 
The [dual] entities exist only by means of the non-dual. Therefore there 
is auspicious non-duality. [33] This universe is not manifold either due 
to the nature of atman or even its own nature. Nothing whatsoever 
is separate or non-separate—this the knowers of reality know. [34] By 
the sages, free from desire, fear and anger, having reached the further 
shore of the Vedas, is seen the non-dual and non-conceptual cessation 
of the multiplicity (prapahca ). [33] Therefore, having known this, one 
should fix one’s memory on non-duality. Having attained non-duality, 
one should behave in the world like an inert object. [36] Disassociated 
from praise, salutation, and the utterance of the svadhd [at the sraddha 
funeral ceremony], having no fixed abode, one should become an 
ascetic acting according to circumstance. [37] Having seen the reality 
inwardly and reality outwardly having become the reality, delighting 
in it, one should not deviate from reality [38] 


The Advaita-Prakarana 

Opening Remarks (1-2) 

The duty ( dharma ) of practicing worshipful contemplation 
(updsandsrita ) arises when Brahman is [taken to be] born. Before birth 
all is unborn, for this reason such a practice is regarded as pitiable 
(j krpana ). [1] Therefore I shall speak of that which is not pitiable, 
established as the self-identity of the unoriginated (i ajdtisamatd ), which 
[though appearing] born everywhere is [in fact] not born in any manner. 
[ 2 ] 

The “Space in Pots” Analogy (3-9) 

A tman , like space, rises up in the form of fivas in the same way 
as spaces enclosed by clay jars, and as composite things like jars, etc. 
This is the illustration of birth. [3] When the jars, etc. are destroyed 
the space within the jars merge into space, so do the fivas [merge] here 
in A tman. [4] Just as when one of the spaces enclosed in a jar is con¬ 
nected with dust, smoke, etc., not all are connected with them, so are 
the fivas with regard to happiness, etc. [3] Indeed forms, functions, and 
names differ here and there but there is no differentiation of space, 
likewise is the conclusion with regard to the fivas. [6] As the space 
within a jar is neither a modification ( vikdra ) nor a part of space, so 
a fiva is neither a modification nor a part of Atman. [7] As the sky 
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becomes darkened by impurities [in the opinion of] children, similarly 
Atman , [in the opinion of] the unenlightened, becomes tainted with 
impurities. [8] In death and in birth, in going and coming as well as 
in standing [still], in all bodies it is not unlike space. [9] 

Maya and the Tradition of Vedic Revelation fsrutij (10-16) 

All composite things are like dreams, projected by the maya of 
Atman. [As regards their] superiority or the equality of all there is no 
valid ground [to prove that the composite things exist]. [10] The sheaths, 
consisting of the essence [of food], etc. that are fully dealt with in the 
Taittinyaka [ Upanisad \, the Atman is clearly shown as the supreme 
fiva, like space. [11] In the Madhu-jnana (i.e. the Madhu-vidya section 
of Brhadaranyaka Upanisad II. 3) in each of the pairs the supreme 
Brahman is shown, just as space is shown in the earth and in the 
stomach [to be the same]. [12] That the identity of fiva and Atman 
without any difference is praised and diversity is censured—that is 
rational only thus [on this view]. [13] The separateness of fiva and 
Atman before creation that has been declared, is figurative referring 
to the state to come, its primary sense does not fit [the facts]. [14] The 
creation that has been expounded in various ways with [the illustrations 
of] earth, metal, sparks, etc. that is a means of introduction [into the 
true position]. No difference whatsoever exists. [13] There are three 
stages, having low, middle, and supreme vision. This worship is 
prescribed for them out of compassion. [16] 

Advaita is Avirodhavada (17-22) 

The dualists are firmly convinced in the establishment of their own 
conclusions and contradict one another; but this [view] does not 
conflict with them. [17] Non-duality is indeed the ultimate reality; 
duality is said to be a differentiation of it. For them [the dualists] there 
is duality both ways; therefore this [view] does not conflict [with theirs]. 
[18] The unborn indeed becomes different through maya , not through 
any other circumstances. If indeed it was differentiated in reality the 
immortal would undergo death. [19] The disputants wish [to establish] 
the birth of an unborn thing. How can a birthless and [thus] deathless 
thing pass on to death? [20] The deathless does not become subject 
to death, just as an entity subject to death does not become deathless. 
The mutation of a thing’s nature in no way takes place. [21] He, for 
whom an entity immortal in its own nature, goes to its death—how 
will his immortal [being], becoming a product, remain changeless (lit. 
unmoving)? [22] 
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Creation in the Sruti (23-28) 

The sruti is equal with regard to whether creation occurs from the 
existent or from the non-existent. Only that which is associated with 
logical reasoning and firmly ascertained is appropriate. [23] From the 
sacred text “There is no plurality here, etc.” and “Indra on account 
of maya , etc.” [it is to be known that] “He being unborn is however 
born in various ways through mayaC [24] From the refutation of birth, 
origination is negated and by “Who indeed would produce this” the 
cause [of origination] is denied. [25] The explanation “This is not this, 
not that. . denies explanation, by reason of its incomprehensibility, 
the unborn [nature] of all shines forth. [26] The birth of the existent 
is indeed reasonable through maya , but not in reality. For whom [i.e. 
in whose opinion] is born [the existent] in reality, for him the [already] 
born is born. [27] The birth of the non-existent is not reasonable 
through maya nor in reality. The son of a barren woman is not born 
either in reality or even through maya. [28] 

Manas in Waking, Dream, and Deep Sleep—the Realization 
of No-Mind (29-38) 

As in a dream, the mind vibrates with the image of two (perceiver 
and perceived) through maya, so in the waking states does the mind 
vibrate with the image of two through maya. [29] There is no doubt 
that in dream the non-dual (advaya-manas) mind appears as a duality. 
Similarly, there is no doubt that in the waking state the non-dual appears 
as a duality [30] This duality in whatever manner, comprising of the 
moving and the motionless, is perceived by the mind, for when the 
mind has become non-mind (amanibhava) duality is no longer 
experienced. [31] When by knowledge of the truth of atman [the mind] 
ceases to imagine it goes to the state of non-mind (amanastd)\ it is 
without cognition in the absence of a cognizable entity. [32] They say 
that the unborn gnosis (jhdna), free from imagination, is not different 
from the known. Brahman is the known, the unborn, and the 
permanent. So the unborn is known by the unborn. [33] But the state 
of the mind— completely controlled, free from conceptualization and 
endowed with discernment, is particularly to be known; in deep sleep 
it is different and is not like that [of the controlled mind], [34] For in 
deep sleep it fades away, but it does not fade away when completely 
controlled. That itself is Brahman devoid of fear, with the illumination 
of gnosis (jhdna) all around. [35] [It is] unborn, without sleep, without 
dream, nameless, formless, ever illumined, omniscient. There is no 
practice in any way whatsoever. [36] [It is] enstatic-concentration 
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(samadhi), devoid of all expression, risen above all thought, completely 
quiescent, ever effulgent, unmoving, and fearless. [37] Where there is 
no thought, there is no grasping] and no letting go. At that time the 
gnosis established in itself (atmasamstha) attains the self-identity of 
the unoriginated ( ajati-samata ). [38] 

Asparsa-yoga— i. Controlling the Manas ( V) tV) 

This is “ asparsa-yoga ” by name, difficult to be realized by all 
yogins. Yogins are afraid of it, seeing fear where there is no fear. [39] 
For all yogins, depending upon the complete control of the mind 
( manas ), are fearlessness, the removal of suffering, complete 
enlightenment, and eternal quiescence itself. [40] Like the draining of 
the sea by a drop [at a time] by the tip of [a blade of] ku'sa grass, so 
is the control of the mind (manas) without all out diligence. [41] By 
the [proper] means one should control [the mind] distracted in desire 
and enjoyment and also at great ease in deep sleep, for the sleeping 
state is as [bad as] desire. [42] Constantly remembering that all is 
suffering one should turn back from desires and enjoyments; having 
constantly remembered all as unborn one does not see anything born. 

[43] 

H, The Realization of the Motionless Citta (44-48) 

One should fully awaken consciousness (citta) in sleep, when 
distracted one should pacify it again. One should know it [to be] with 
passion and not cause it to fluctuate when established in equilibrium 
(samaprapta). [44] There one should not enjoy happiness; by wisdom 
( prajha ) one should be free from attachment. One should unify, with 
effort, the steadied mind (citta) that is intent on going out. [45] When 
the mind is not asleep and is also not distracted, it is motionless and 
without image. Then it becomes Brahman. [46] They say it is quiescent 
within itself, calm, in nirvana, indescribable, ultimate bliss (sukha- 
uttama), the unborn known by the unborn, the omniscient. [47] No 
jiva whatsoever is ever born; there is no origin of it. This is that ultimate 
truth where nothing whatsoever is born. [48] 


The Alatasanti-Prakarana 
Opening Salutations (1-2) 

I salute that greatest of bipeds, who, through a knowledge (jhana) 
comparable to space (or the sky) and non-different from its object, is 
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fully enlightened about the dharmas comparable to the sky. [1] I bow 
to the Yoga of Non-Contact ( asparsa-yoga ), indeed so named, taught 
for the happiness of all beings, beneficial, free from dispute and 
opposition. [2] 

The Dualists and the Basis of Non-Origination (3-10) 

Some disputants indeed wish for the birth of an existent thing; other 
wise ones for a non-existent thing. [Thus] they dispute with one another. 
[3] An existent does not originate nor does a non-existent originate in 
any manner. Those dualists ( dvaya ), indeed disputing reveal Non¬ 
origination. [4] We approve of the Non-origination revealed by them; 
we do not dispute with them, know how it is free from dispute. [5] 
The disputants wish [to establish] the birth of an unborn thing 
(dharma). How can a birthless and [thus] deathless thing pass on to 
death? [6] The deathless does not become subject to death, just as an 
entity subject to death does not become deathless. The mutation of a 
thing’s nature in no way takes place. [7] He, for whom a dharma , 
immortal in its own nature, goes to mortality—how will his immortal 
[dharma], becoming a product, remain changeless? [8] That should be 
known as nature which is permanently established, intrinsic, innate, 
not produced, [and] that which does not abandon its own nature 
(svahhdva ). [9] All dharmas are by their very nature (, svabhava ) free 
from old age and death. Wishing for old age and death they deviate 
owing to that very thought. [10] 

Critique of Various Theories of Causation (11-23) 

For whom the cause indeed is the effect (i.e. the satkdryavddin ), 
for him the cause is originated. How is it originated when unoriginated 
and how is that modified when permanent? [11] If there is non¬ 
difference from the cause and the effect is unoriginated, how is your 
cause eternal ( dhruva ) when the effect is originated? [12] For whom 
[the effect] is originated from the unoriginated there is no illustration 
[to support his view]; and [the case] of [the effect] being originated from 
the originated [also] leads to no solution. [13] For whom the effect is 
the origin of the cause and the cause the origin of the effect how can 
the beginninglessness of the cause and the effect be described by them. 
[14] For whom the effect is the origin of the cause and the cause the 
origin of the effect, there would be birth in the same way as the birth 
of the father from the son. [15] As regards the origination of cause and 
effect, the order has to be found out by you, for with simultaneous 
origination [there is] no relation like horns [of a cow]. [16] Your cause, 


coming into being from [its] effect, does not come into existence; how 
will the cause that has not come into existence produce [its] effect? 
[17] If the subsistence of the cause is from the effect and the subsistence 
of the effect is from the cause, which is produced first, whose 
subsistence is dependent [upon the other]? [18] Incapacity [to answer 
this problem], incomplete knowledge or again violation of sequence, 
in view of this indeed non-origination has been elucidated by the 
enlightened ones (buddha). [19] The illustration known as “the seed 
and the sprout” indeed is always equal to [a thing] yet to be proven. 
Surely a reason yet to be proven is not to be used for the establishment 
of a thing in question. [20] Incomplete knowledge about the priority 
and posteriority [of cause and effect] is the illuminator of non¬ 
origination; how [is it that] the [thing] prior to a dharma that is being 
originated is not grasped? [21] 

Nothing ( vastu ) whatsoever is originated either from itself or from 
something else; nothing whatsoever existent, non-existent, or both 
existent and non-existent is originated. [22] By [their] own nature 
(svabhdvatah ) the cause and the effect, being beginningless, do not 
come into being. For which there exists no beginning, there exists no 
source. [23] 

Cognition and the Problem of Objective Reference (nimim) (24-28) 

[Some say:] “It is admitted that cognition ( prajhapti ) has an objec¬ 
tive referent (sanimittatva) otherwise there would be a disappearance 
of the two (i.e. perceiver and perceived); the experience of impurities 
(samklesa) exists dependently (paratantrastita ).” [24] From a logical 
perspective it is held that cognition has an objective referent, from the 
perspective of the actual state of things the objective referent [itself has] 
no objective referent. [25] The mind ( citta ) does not make contact with 
an object nor even the appearance of an object. The object is non¬ 
existent ( abhuta ) and so its appearance is not different from it (or 
perhaps from the mind). [26] Never in the three divisions [of time] does 
the mind make contact with an objective referent (. nimitta) how would 
there be a misconception without an objective referent. [27] Therefore 
the mind (citta) is not originated, nor are the things perceived by the 
mind originated. Those who see its origination are seeing a foot [-print] 
in the sky. [28] 

Further Analysis of Waking and Dream Experience (29-37) 

Inasmuch as it is the unoriginated that is originated, non-origination 
is [its] very nature. There is not any change in nature whatsoever. [29] 
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It would not be established that beginningless samsara has an end, nor 
would there be the endlessness of a liberation (; moksa ) with a beginning. 
[30] That which does not exist in the beginning and end is so also in 
the present. Being like the unreal, things are taken as not unreal. [31] 
The utility [of things in the waking state] is contradicted in dream. Thus, 
on account of [their] having a beginning and end they are regarded as 
false and nothing else. [32] All dharmas in dream are false on account 
of their perception within the body. How [can there be] the perception 
of existing things within this confined space? [33] The perception [of 
things] by going [to them] is not reasonable owing to [there being] no 
fixed rule of time for the act of going. Moreover, when awakened 
everyone is not in that place. [34] Having conferred with friends and 
others, when awakened one does not find [them]; and furthermore, 
whatever had been held, one [when] awakened does not see it. [33] 
The body in a dream is insubstantial (avastuka) owing to another body 
being perceived [as] different [from it]; as [with] the body, so is 
everything perceived by the mind ( citta ) insubstantial. [36] Due to the 
similar apprehension [of things in dream] to the waking state, dream 
is held to have that [waking state] as [its] cause. Owing to it having that 
as its cause, the waking state is held to be real for him (i.e. the agent) 
alone. [37] 

Denial of Theories of Causality (38-41) 

As production is not established, all is declared as unoriginated; 
and there is no birth in any way of the non-existent from the existent. 
[38] Having perceived the non-existent in the waking state, being deeply 
absorbed [by it], one sees it in dream; and having perceived the non¬ 
existent in dream also, when awakened one does not see [it]. [39] There 
is not a non-existent with a non-existent cause, likewise there is not 
an existent with a non-existent cause. Where is the non-existent with 
an existent cause? [40] As in the waking state, through misconception 
one may come into contact with unthinkable [things] as real, similarly 
in dream, through misconception, one sees objects (dharma) there. [41] 

The Basis of Belief in Origination (42-44) 

Origination has been taught by the enlightened for those who, from 
perception (upalambha) and common consent ( samdcara ), assert that 
substantiality (or objectivity) exists ( astivastutvavadin ) and are afraid 
of non-origination. [42] For those who, being afraid of non-origination, 
go astray due to the perception [of things], the evil due to [belief in] 
origination will not attain fruition. The evil again will be small [43] 
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As the illusory elephant is said to exist owing to the perception [of it] 
and common consent, likewise it is said that a given-thing ( vastu ) exists, 
on account of [its] perception and common consent. [44] 

Analysis of Everyday Consciousness (vijnana^— How Duality 
Appears (43-54) 

The images of origination, movement and substance, are the 
unoriginated and motionless, insubstantial, quiescent and non-dual 
( advaya ) consciousness ( vijhana ). [45] Thus consciousness (citta) does 
not originate; thus dharmas are traditionally known as unoriginated; 
those knowing [this] thus indeed do not fall into error. [46] Just as with 
the moving firebrand there are straight and crooked images, etc. likewise 
with the vibrating consciousness (vijhana) there are images of perceiver 
and perceived. [47] As the unmoving firebrand is imageless and 
unoriginated, the consciousness that is not moving [and] imageless, 
likewise [is] unoriginated. [48] When the firebrand moves the images 
are not from anywhere else. When it is not in motion they are not 
anywhere else, nor do they enter the firebrand. [49] [The images] do 
not go out from the firebrand, owing to their insubstantiality (lit. “their 
connection with the absence of substantiality”). Similarly with 
consciousness also for the image is not different [in nature from the 
image of the firebrand]. [50] When consciousness is vibrating the images 
are not from anywhere else. When it is not vibrating [the images are] 
not anywhere else, nor do they enter consciousness. [51] [The images] 
do not go out from consciousness, owing to their insubstantiality; 
because of the absence of a relation of cause and effect they are ever 
incomprehensible. [52] A substance may be the cause of another 
substance, and the other (i.e. non-substance) the cause of another (non¬ 
substance) indeed, [but] it cannot be shown that dharmas have the 
nature of substantiality or other [than that]. [53] Thus, dharmas are 
not originated by consciousness (citta), nor is consciousness originated 
from dharmas. Thus, the wise affirm (lit. “enter into”) the non¬ 
origination of cause and effect. [54] 

Causation is the Result of Attachment favesaj to a Causal View (55-60) 

As long as there is attachment to cause and effect (hetuphalavesa), 
so long is the arising of cause and effect; when the attachment to cause 
and effect ceases there is no arising of cause and effect. [55] As long 
as there is attachment to cause and effect, so long is samsara spread 
out; when attachment to cause and effect ceases one does not attain 
to samsara . [56] All is born according to the conventional; therefore, 
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in fact there is no eternal. In terms of reality, all is unborn; thus, there 
is no annihilated. [57] Those dharmas said to be born by convention 
are not born in reality. Their birth is like maya, and that maya itself 
does not exist. [58] Like a mdyd-ma.de. seed, a sprout of the same nature 
is born. It is neither permanent nor destructible; so likewise is it for 
dharmas. [59] The terms “eternal” ( sasvata) and “non-eternal” do not 
apply to all the unoriginated dharmas. Where words do not function 
(lit. exist) discrimination ( viveka ) is not spoken of. [60] 

Further Analysis of Citta —Perception in the Waking and 
Dream States (61-72) 

Just as consciousness {citta) moves in dream with the appearance 
of two (i.e. perceiver and perceived) through maya, likewise in the 
waking state consciousness moves with the appearance of the two 
through maya. [6l] There is no doubt that in dream the non-dual 
consciousness {advaya citta) has the appearance of two. Similarly in 
the waking state the non-dual consciousness has the appearance of two. 
[62] While moving in a dream the dreamer constantly sees egg-born, 
moisture-born, and other jlvas located in the ten directions. [63] 
Perceived by the consciousness (citta) of the dreamer, they do not exist 
apart from it. Similarly the perceived object is held [to be] this 
consciousness of the dreamer alone. [64] While moving in the waking 
state the waking one constantly sees egg-born, moisture-born, and other 
jlvas located in the ten directions. [65] Perceived by the consciousness 
(citta) of the waking one, they do not exist apart from it. Similarly that 
which is perceived by it (i.e. the mind) alone is said to be the waking 
consciousness. [66] 

Both [consciousness and its object] are understood (lit. “seen”) in 
terms of each other. What is it then that [really] exists? This is not uttered 
(na ucyate). Both, devoid of characteristics (laksanasunya) are only 
[to be] grasped through the other. [67] As a dream-made jiva is born 
and also dies, likewise all these jlvas exist and then do not exist. [68] 
As a maya-made jlva is born and also dies, likewise all these jlvas exist 
and then do not exist. [69] As a jlva made by supernatural means is 
born and also dies, likewise all these jlvas exist and then do not exist. 
[70] No jlva whatsoever is born; no origination of it is found. This is 
the final truth that nothing whatsoever is originated. [71] This duality 
of perceiver and perceived is merely vibration of consciousness 
(cittaspandita). This consciousness is declared to be unrelated to an 
object (nirvisaya), permanent and non-relational. [72] 
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The Mundane, Pure Mundane, Supra-mundane, and the 
Omniscient State (87-90) 

That which has an object and [its] perception is regarded as 
“dualistic mundane” (dvaya laukika). That which is without an object 
[but] with the perception is regarded as “pure mundane” (suddha 
laukika). [87] That which is without an object and [its] perception is 
traditionally known as “supramundane” (lokottara). Knowledge, the 
object of knowledge and the knowable ( vijheya ) are always proclaimed 
by the Enlightened Ones. [88] When the threefold [nature of] knowledge 
and the objects of [that] knowledge are known in succession, 
omniscience, of its own accord, emerges everywhere to the wise one. 
[89] From the Agrayana (“ agrayana": the Mahayana tradition?) one 
should know that which is to be abandoned, that which is to be known, 
that which is to be acquired and that which is to be perfected. Excepting 
that which should be known (vijheya), perception of these is said to 
occur in the three [levels of knowledge]. [90] 

The Non-originated, Non-relational, Ever-enlightened 
Dharmas (91-100) 

All dharmas are known to be naturally beginningless like space (or 
the sky). For them, there is found no multiplicity whatsoever anywhere. 
[91] All dharmas by their nature are well determined as enlightened 
from the very beginning (adibuddha). One who has such self- 
sufficiency is fit for the deathless state. [92] All dharmas indeed arc 
quiescent from the very beginning, unoriginated, and happy by nature 
itself, homogenous, and non-separate, [reality is] fearless and 
unoriginated sameness. [93] But truly there is no fearlessness for the 
one who always moves in [the world] of difference. Those who hold 
the doctrine of separateness are inclined to make distinctions; therefore 
they are of limited understanding. [94] But those who are firmly 
established in the unoriginated sameness are possessed of great 
knowledge in the world. The world, however, does not delve into it. 
[95] It is said that the unoriginated gnosis (jhana) does not proceed 
to unoriginated dharmas. Since [such] gnosis does not proceed it is 
declared [to be] non-relational. [96] If for the unwise one there is the 
slightest [belief in] origination for any dharma there is never the non¬ 
relational state. How then can there be the removal of the veil (dvarana) 
[for such a one]? [97] All dharmas are without covering, naturally 
without impurity; enlightened as well as liberated from the beginning, 
so enlightened are the Masters. [98] The gnosis (jhana) of the 
enlightened holy man (buddha) does not proceed toward dharmas. 
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All dharmas are like gnosis [in this respect]. This was not stated by the 
Enlightened One {buddha) [99] Having realized the state, difficult to 
be seen, profound, unoriginated, homogenous, fearless, without 
multiplicity, we praise it to the best of our ability. (100) 
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Chapter 1 The Date and Authorship of the Gaudapadiya-kdrikd 

1. Some scholars have suggested that the Paramarthasdra is pre- 
Gaudapadian. The text discusses the four states of consciousness using the GK’s 
“visva ” in place of the Upanisadic “ vaisvdnara ,” so a relationship between 
the GK and the Paramarthasdra is likely. A verse from the latter is quoted 
in the Yuktidipikd , an early commentary on the Sdmkhyakdrika. The date of 
composition of the Yuktidipikd has been assigned to the sixth century CE. Erich 
Frauwallner for instance suggests that (History of Indian Philosophy Vol I, 
translation by V. M. Bedekar (1970, Motilal Banarsidass), p. 226: “Many 
commentaries of the Sdmkhyakdrika are handed down. By far the most 
important among them is the Yuktidipikd (‘Light of Argumentation’), of an 
unknown author; this commentary must have originated about 550 A.D. All 
the remaining commentaries are clarifications of the original kdrika but they 
are poor in content and have little to offer beyond the text.’ ’ A. Wezier, however, 
has convincingly shown that the Yuktidipikd is not original insofar as it contains 
within it an earlier text known as the Raja Varttika (‘Some Observations on 
the Yuktidipikd in Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenlandischen Gesellschaft , 
Supplement II, pp. 434-455). Thus, one cannot safely use the Yuktidipika as 
evidence of the early date of the Paramarthasdra since it is composite in nature. 

2. The twenty-nine verses of the first prakarana of the GK are traditionally 
interspersed with the 12 prose passages of the Mandukyopanisad (MU) in the 
following manner: Mandukyopanisad 1-6 followed by Gaudapadiya-kdrikd 
1.1-9, Mandukyopanisad 7 followed by Gaudapadiya-kdrikd 1.10-18, 
Mandukyopanisad 8-11 followed by Gaudapadiya-kdrikd 1.19-23, and finally, 
Mandukyopanisad 12 followed by Gaudapadiya-kdrikd 1.24—29, 

3. Prima facie the reason for this would seem to be the fact that the first 
prakarana of the GK forms something of a commentarial expansion on the 
main themes of the Upanisads. The various kdrikds of the first prakarana 
are introduced after the Mandukya’s passages with the phrase li atraite slokd 
bhavanti ” (“here are these verses”). Vidhushekhara Bhattacharya, however, 
maintains that GK I is in fact older than the MU, and so therefore cannot be 
commenting upon it. As evidence for this he suggests that the GK fails to explain 
or even mention certain problematic terms in the MU, such as “ saptdhga 

with seven limbs” and “ ekonavimsatimukha :” “with nineteen mouths” (in 
MU 3-5). “Why should the kdrikds , that are supposed to have been written 
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10. Hixon (1976), maintains that the GK is a text compiled by a Bengali 
school of early Vedanta. In fact the relative prominence of Buddhism in the 
Bengali region of India in the pre-Sankarite period would account for the GK’s 
interaction with Buddhist ideas. Bengal appears to have been a major Buddhist 
center, receiving royal patronage under the Pala dynasty. Rajabhatta, a member 
of the Khadga dynasty, ruled Southern and Eastern Bengal in the latter part 
of the seventh century CE and was a committed Mayayanist reciting the 
Mahaprajhaparamitasutra and refering the figure of Avalokitesvara, see L. 
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would only have been likely to have occurred in the period preceding the 
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which not only places the fourth (and most overtly Buddhistic) prakarana 
as the last to be composed, but also establishes the composition of the entire 
text in the pre-Sankarite period. 
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GK III.26:: BS III.2.22 and GK 1.6:: BS 1.1.23. (Pandey ibid., p. 79). None of 
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these verses, however, are suggestive of any link between the two texts, merely 
that a common point or subject is being discussed. It seems unlikely that the 
author(s) of the GK were influenced by the BS, although possibly aware of its 
existence. 

12. The predominant viewpoint of pre-Sahkarite Vedanta seems to have 
been basid upon the conception of creation as a real transformation {parinama) 
of Brahnpan into the world. The relationship between this effect and its 
underlying cause was said to have been one of “difference-non-difference” 
(bhedabheda ). Many different permutations of this view are possible. For 
instance, it may be that the individual self (jivatman ) is different from Brahman 
while in bondage, but non-different once liberated (this appears to be the view 
of the pr e-Brahmasutra Vedantin Audulomin, see BS IV.4.6). Again, Brahman 
may only appear as this or that from the point of view of its manifestation, 
in itself it is non-different from the self (the view of Asmarathya, see BS 1.4.20; 
1.2.29; Sankara’s commentary on BS 1.4.22). It is easy to see how 
bhedabhedavada could lend itself to a more radically advaitic interpretation 
once one accepts a distinction between levels of truth. Difference is thereby 
relegated to the level of worldly or empirical truth and non-difference exhalted 
as the ultimate truth. This development within Vedantic circles became 

inevitable once the conception of the two truths was introduced. 

% 

13- Santaraksita, roughly contemporary with Sankara, criticized the 
Vedanta philosophy, but declared that compared to the Buddhists, the school 
had only a little error (< alpaparadha ). 

14. “ etaddvayematamadvaitakhyevicarayisye .” See Conio (1971), The 
Philosophy of the Mdndukya-Karika , (Arun Press, Varanasil), p. 55. 

15- Karmarkar, ibid., p. 60. 

16. This is made even more likely if we consider the possibility that at 
this early stage of speculation a clear distinction between parinama (real- 
transformation) and vivarta (apparent-transformation) had not yet been made. 
This is true also of the authenticated works of Sankara, where there appears 
to be a very real discrepancy in his perspective unless one accepts that the 
parindma-vivarta distinction had not yet been established. See also the 
discussion of this in relation to the Brahmasutra in the next chapter. 

17. Note also that the title of Bhavaviveka’s chapter on Vedanta philosophy 
in his MHK (which quotes GK III.5) is called “ Veddntatattvaviniscaya .” 

18. Note that in GK I.7cd some editions have maydsarupa (See Karmarkar, 
Gambhirananda, Wood), while Bhattacharya’s edition (1943) has mdyasvarupa 
(without a reference to any variant). Of the two, mdyasvarupa would seem 
to be preferable. 

19. Karmarkar, ibid., p. 61. 


20. Bhattacharya, ibid, p. 3- 

21. Hixon, ibid., p. 158. 

22. Wood, ibid., p. 10. 

23. Wood, ibid., p. 119. 

24. Wood, ibid., p. 123. 

25. Wood, ibid., pp. 158-159- 

26. Wood, ibid., p. 156. 

27. See my “Brahman and the World: Immanence and Transcendence in 
Advaita Vedanta—a Comparative Perspective.” Scottish Journal of Religious 
Studies Vol 12 No. 2 (Autumn 1991), pp. 107-126. Here I suggest that the Advaita 
Vedanta school adopts three basic conceptual models for explaining the 
relationship between Brahman and the world. These are (i) the Delusion model 
(duality is caused by the ignorance of the jivatman)-, (ii) the Illusion Model 
(duality is caused by something objective which causes the jivatman to see 
reality incorrectly); and (iii) the Non-difference Model (the non-dualistic world 
is non-different from Brahman). Each model has its advantages and disadvan¬ 
tages and Advaitins use analogies conforming to each of these conceptual models 
when they wish to make a particular point. No model is used exclusively in 
classical Advaita Vedanta and the adoption of a variety of models reflects the 
Advaitin’s wish to use the languages of immanence and transcendence while 
upholding a radically non-dualistic ontology. 

28. Karmarkar (ibid., p. 62) points out that these thinkers are not merely 
astronomers. 

29. Here the more technical philosophical usage of ‘ ‘ bhogartha ’ ’ meaiing 
‘ ‘for the sake of experience’ ’ is preferred given that it is distinguished from 
the second view which itself expresses the idea of “enjoyment.” The second 
line of this verse is quoted and accorded the status oisruti in Madhva’s bhdsya 
on BS II.1.33. 

30. Note that I have emended devasyaisa to devasyaisa. I am indebted 
to Dr. Friedhelm Hardy (Kings College, University of London) for suggesting 
this reading. Compare this with the statement in GK IV.85: “Having attained 
complete omniscience. .. (prapya sarvajhatdm krtsndm). . .what does one 
strive for after this? ( kim atah param ihate )” 

31. e.g. Taittiriya Upanisad 2.6. 

32. Wood, ibid., p. 10. 

33. Questions do arise, however, even if one denies that creation is an 
ultimately real event. If the world is laboring under some form of cosmic illusion 
(maya) how did this occur? How can the atman delude itself? See GK 11.12, 
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20. Bhattacharya, ibid, p. 3- 

21. Hixon, ibid., p. 158. 

22. Wood, ibid., p. 10. 

23. Wood, ibid., p. 119. 

24. Wood, ibid., p. 123. 

25. Wood, ibid., pp. 158-159. 

26. Wood, ibid., p. 156. 

27. See my “Brahman and the World: Immanence and Transcendence in 
Advaita Vedanta—a Comparative Perspective.” Scottish Journal of Religious 
Studies Vol 12 No.2 (Autumn 1991), pp 107-126. Here I suggest that the Advaita 
Vedanta school adopts three basic conceptual models for explaining the 
relationship between Brahman and the world. These are (i) the Delusion model 
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(duality is caused by something objective which causes the jwatman to see 
reality incorrectly); and (iii) the Non-difference Model (the non-dualistic world 
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Advaitin s wish to use the languages of immanence and transcendence while 
upholding a radically non-dualistic ontology. 

28. Karmarkar (ibid., p. 62) points out that these thinkers are not merely 
astronomers. 

29. Here the more technical philosophical usage of ‘ Phogdrtha ’ ’ meai ing 
“for the sake of experience” is preferred given that it is distinguished from 
the second view which itself expresses the idea of “enjoyment.” The second 
line of this verse is quoted and accorded the status of sruti in Madhva’s bhdsya 
on BS II.1.33. 

30. Note that I have emended devasyaisa to devasyaisa. I am indebted 
to Dr. Friedhelm Hardy (Kings College, University of London) for suggesting 
this reading. Compare this with the statement in GK IV.85: “Having attained 
complete omniscience. .. ( prapya sarvajhatdm krtsndm). . .what does one 
strive for after this? ( kim atah param Ihatey ’ 

31. e.g. Taittiriya Upanisad 2.6. 

32. Wood, ibid., p. 10. 

33. Questions do arise, however, even if one denies that creation is an 
ultimately real event. If the world is laboring under some form of cosmic illusion 
( mdya ) how did this occur? How can the dtman delude itself? See GK 11.12, 
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16, 19, for an outline of this problem. Basically, the GK’s answer is that there 
is no explanation of creation. This leads one onto the doctrine of non¬ 
origination (ajativada). 

34. The term paramarthata is a substantive and not an adjective and so 
means “ultimateness”’ with this in mind we can see what the author of first 
prakarana is getting at—the duality we experience in the three “worldly” 
states of consciousness is merely an appearance of the non-dual Absolute 
(another term that may be used as a translation of paramarthata in this 
instance), thus the ultimate essence of multiplicity (prapahca) is non-dual. The 
entire dualistic world, when examined in terms of its “ultimate nature” (again, 
paramarthata) is seen to be fundamentally non-dualistic, therefore there can 
be no conflict between dvaita and advaita since the former dissolves into the 
latter upon rigid examination. The explicit formulation of the GK’s general 
acceptance of the non-conflictory ( avirodha) nature of advaita is to be found 
in verses GKII: 20-30 and in GK III: 17-22. However, it is to be noted at this 
point that the very foundations of duality are believed to be grounded in non¬ 
duality, and that this viewpoint is at the basis of the Gaudapadian exposition 
of advaita. 

35. Wood, ibid., p. 14. 

36 . That Wood has not considered the idealistic epistemology of the GK 
is clear from his discussion of the bhasya-kara 's exposition of an argument 
occurring at GK II.4. The verse says 

II.4: antahsthandt tu bhedanam tasmaj jagarite smrtam, yatha tatra 
tathd svapne samvrtatvena bhidyate. 

[The falsity] of diverse things in the waking state is traditionally known 
from their location within. As it is there, so is it in dream, the difference 
is in the nature of the enclosure. 

The commentator outlines an argument in syllogistic form, which he (wrongly) 
takes to be the import of GK II.4. Thus, 

1. Pratijhd (proposition to be established): “objects perceived in the 
waking states are illusory.” 

2. Hetu (reason): “Because they are perceived.” 

3. Drstanta (Illustration): “they are like the objects in a dream.” 

4. Upanaya (Relation between the two): “they are both perceived.’ ’ 

5. Nigamana (conclusion): “Therefore, objects perceived in the 
waking state are illusory.” 

While this argument is, as Karmarkar suggests (Karmarkar p. 73), “cumbrous 
and confusing,” it is premature to suggest, is Wood does, that “it is a 
transparently fraudulent argument.” (Wood, p. 110). The argument elucidated 
in GK II.4 and (poorly) expounded in the commentary on this verse is compact 
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and presumes an idealistic epistemology. Perception (i.e. seeing) is the activity 
whereby consciousness is made aware of an object. But for the GK conscious¬ 
ness never touches an external object (GK IV.26, 27, 41, 66). Therefore percep¬ 
tion and experience have nothing to do with an independently existing external 
world, but are established within {antahsthdna) consciousness itself. Anything 
that is perceived therefore is an object of consciousness and not an external 
reality. 

37. Wood, ibid., p. 193- 

38. The author of GK I, firmly grounding his philosophy in non-difference 
(abheda) and non-origination (ajati) maintains that our attempts to place non¬ 
duality in opposition to duality are based upon a gross, logical fallacy. One 
does not necessarily negate the other since duality is of a thoroughly different 
order. Advaita is ultimate {paramartha ), whereas dvaita exists only in the 
subordinate realm of maya. 

39. For more on this see Karl Potter, “Was Gaudapada an Idealist in 
Nagatomi, Matilal, Masson, and Dimock (ed.), (1979), Sanskrit and Indian 
Studies , (D. Reidel Publishing Company), pp. 183-199. 

40. Vetter, (1978), “Die Gaudapadlya-Karikas: Zur Entstehung und zur 
Bedeutung von (A)dvaita” in WZKS XXII, pp. 95-133. See pp. 104-108. 

41. Hixon, 1976, pp. 230-231. 

42. Vetter (1978), ibid., p. 96. 

43. It is possible that GK 111.39-48 or even 111.29-48 are interpolations 
composed by the author of GK IV. But note that Suresvara quotes GK III.46 
as a sloka of Gaudapada in BV IV.4.888. By Suresvara’s time then one can assure 
that GK I, II, and III have been grouped together and assigned to a specific 
source. Whether that source is a single figure or a school of “Gauda” acaryds 
is a moot point since the use of the Sanskrit plural form often reflects deference 
toward a single teacher rather than reference to a number of teachers. 

44. A prime example of Buddhist influence upon the third prakarana 
is verse 10 which states that all composite entities (sahghdta) are like dreams 
projected by the maya of dtman. This is clearly a Vedantic verse but the use 
of “ sanghdta ” is strongly suggestive of Buddhist influence in that the notion 
of the composite (and, on Mahayana grounds, ultimately illusory) nature of 
objects presupposes the Buddhist analysis of the world into compounded and 
uncompounded dharmas. 

45. See MHK 8.13. References are to the Sanskrit edition and translation 
of the eighth chapter of the Madhyamakahrdayakdrikd by Olle Qvarnstrom 
(1989), entitled Hindu Philosophy in Buddhist Perspective: the Vedanta 
tattvaviniscaya Chapter of Bhavya’s Madhyamakahrdayakdrikd, (Lund 
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Studies In African and Asian Religions Vol 4, Lund Plus Ultra). See also Nakamura 
(1983), Early Vedanta Philosophy Vol I, pp. 182-219. 

46. Walleser, DerAUere Vedanta. Geschichte, Kritik und Lehre (Heidelberg 

1910), p. 18. 

47. Vidhushekhara Bhattacharya (1943), ibid., p. 52. 

48. See Yuichi Kajiyama, “Bhavaviveka, Sthiramati, and Dharmapala” in 
Wiener Zeitschrift fur die Kunde Sudund Ostasiens 15 fL$69), pp. 193-203. 

49. For example, Chandogya Upanisad IV. 10.4; VI.4.2. 

50. As Qvarnstrom suggests it is likely that Bhavaviveka was already aware 
of this analogy from his own tradition. This is implied by Tarkajvald 8.64 which 
suggests that the pot-space analogy is accepted by both the Buddhist and Vedanta 
tradition. Qvarnstrom points out that the analogy can be found in the Buddhist 
text known as the A ryasatyadvayavatarasutra , see Qvarnstrom pp. 109, 113. 

51. See Krishnamurti Sharma, “New Light on the Gaudapada-Karikas” in 
Review of Philosophy and Religion 1931, pp. 35-56. 

52. See Potter, Encyclopaedia of Indian Philosophies Vol I: Bibliography , 
pp. 265-266. 

53. Sharma ibid., pp. 46-47. 

54. Larson and Bhattacharya, Encyclopaedia of Indian Philosophies Vol 
IV: Samkhya, p. 654, note 8. 

55. MHK 8.15, Qvarnstrom p. 30 and p. 68. 

56. 558c 25-26: see Lindtner “Bhavya’s Controversy with Yogacara in 
the Appendix to Prajhapradipa, Chapter XXV” in Ligeti (1984), Tibetan and 
Buddhist Studies: Commemorating the 200th Anniversary of the Birth of 
Alexander Csoma De Koros Vol XXIX/2, pp. 77-97; see in particular p. 81 and 
p. 82 note 26. Also see Lindtner, “Remarks on the GaudapdcEya-kdrikdsf in 
Indo-Iranian Journal 28 (1985), pp. 275-279. 

57. Lindtner (1985), “Remarks on the Gaudapddiya-karikds ” in Indo- 
Iranian Journal 28, p. 278. 

58. For a comprehensive discussion of Candraklrti’s disputations with the 
Yogacara school in his Madhyamakavatara , see C. W, Huntington, Jr. (1989), 
The Emptiness of Emptiness: An Introduction to Early Indian Madhyamika 
(University of Hawaii Press), especially pp. 60-68, 162-167; see also Lindtner, 
“Bhavya’s Controversy with Yogacara in the Appendix to Prajhapradipa , 
Chapter XXV,’’ ibid. 

59. Recent research on the Yogacara school has established that there are 
two “traditions’’ within the school. One tradition is that of the early school 
of Asanga and Vasubandhu and is represented in the Chinese translations of 


Yogacara texts by Paramartha (although even in Paramartha’s works we find 
a tendency to conflate Yogacara with Tathagatagarbba notions). The other 
tradition, maintaining that the external world is a “transformation of con¬ 
sciousness” (Vijhanaparinama), is represented by Dharmapala. This latter 
tradition is the one that most readily deserves the epithet “ Vijhanavada since 
it is clear that this strand of Yogacara thought differs from the works of the 
early Yogacarins, in upholding the ultimate reality of consciousness. See Ueda s 
article “Two Main Streams of Thought in Yogacara Philosophy” in Philosophy 
East and West Vol 17, (1967), pp. 155-165. What Bhavaviveka appears to be 
criticizing in his works is the fully fledged idealism of Dharmapalan Yogacara 
(Vijhdnavdda). Work by Thomas Kochumottum (A Buddhist Philosophy of 
Experience , 1982) and Janice Dean Willis (On Knowing Reality,1919) among 
others has also drawn attention to the possibility that it may be inappropriate 
to describe the early formulations of Yogacara (as found in Asanga and 
Vasubandhu) as “idealistic.” 

60. GK IV.25 • 


61. Qvarnstrom translation, p. 91. 

62. Lindtner (1985), ibid., p. 276. 

63. The critique of ajatisamata is absent in Tibetan manuscripts. 
Consequently, we also do not have Bhavaviveka’s auto-commentary (the 
Tarkajvald) on these verses. See Qvarnstrom, p. 24. 

64. See Qvarnstrom, ibid., p. 24 and footnote 16. 

65. Qvarnstrom, pp. 109-110. 

66. This appears to be a reference to Puru$asukta (Rg Veda X.90), verse 

two. 

67. The analogy of the spider and its thread is found in Brhaddranyaka 
Upanisad 2.1.20, Mundaka Upanisad 1.1.6, and Svetasvatara Upanisad VI. 10. 

68. For example Bhavaviveka refers to various interpretations of the nature 
of the self within the Vedanta school in his commentary on MHK 8.54; see 
also Qvarnstrom, p. 111. 

69. Grosnick (1979), unpublished Ph.D. thesis, p. 82n. 

70. Williams (1989), ibid., p. 78. 

71. See Williams (1989), ibid., p. 81-82. Lamotte notes that Sthiramati was 
professor at the University of Valabhl in Kathiavar. (Etienne Lamotte, La Somme 
Du Grand Vehicle DAsahga Vol II, p. viii). Dharmapala and his pupil Silabhadra 
held the chair at Nalanda in the time of Bihar. 

72. Richard Robinson, The Buddhist Religion , 3rd edition, 1982, p. 91. 

73. Edward Conze (1980), A Short History of Buddhism, p. 78. 
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74. See Ruegg (1981), The Literature of the Madhyamaka School of 
Philosophy in India , p. 87. 

75. See Wood, ibid., pp. I40f. 

76. Even Sadananda in his fifteenth century text the Veddntasdra quotes 
verses 45 and 46 from the third prakarana, again omitting any mention of 
GK IV. 

77. Whether the Gaudapddiyakdrikdbhdsya is by Sankara is an important 
issue, but one to which we do not have time to do justice. The text, even if 
not by Sankara himself shows a naivety with regard to Buddhism and a lack 
of awareness of post-Sarikarite ideas, which suggest that it is also an early (i.e. 
pre-Sankarite) text of the school. If it is by Sankara (and many respected and 
able scholars suggest that it is, see for instance Mayeda (1967-68), Hacker (1972) 
and Vetter (1978)), then it is likely to be an early commentary—not showing 
the intellectual maturity of the BSBh. For a discussion of the authenticity of 
the commentary see Paul Hacker “Notes on the Mdndukyopanisad and 
Sankara’s Agama'sdstravivaranaf and Sengaku Mayeda, “On the Author of 
the Mdndukyopanisad and the Gaudapddiyabhdsya ’ in Adyar Library 
Bulletin 31-32, (1967-68), pp. 73-94. 


Chapter 2 The Vedanta Heritage of the Gaudapadiya-karikd 

1. The concept of non-human revelation was a doctrine of the Karma- 
Mlmamsa school, adopted by its “sister school” the Vedanta. 

2. Early names for the Vedanta school were “Upanisadic ones” 
(aupanisada) “the doctrine of the end of the Vedas” ( Vedanta-vada ), “the 
doctrine of Brahman ( brahma-vada ), “the doctrine that Brahman is the cause 
[of everything] ( brahma-kdrana-vcula ). Sankara has various names for his 
own school: “the doctrine of non-dualism” ( advaita-vada ), “the school of 
non-difference” {abheda-darsana), “the doctrine of the denial of dualism 
(dva it a vadap ratisedha), and “Non-dualism of the Isolated” ( kevalddvaita ). 
The term advaita first occurs in a recognizably Vedantic context in the prose 
of Mandukya XJpanis.ad 7 , although it is to a certain extent prefigured in the 
Chandogya Upanisad’s statement that Brahman is “one without a second” 
(ekam advitiyam). 

3- There is also th e Mahanarayana Upanisad, a composite text consti¬ 
tuting part of the Taittinya Aranyaka. 

4. For a more sophisticated chronology see Nakamura (1983), A History 
of Early Vedanta Philosophy, Vol 1, p. 42. 

5. See Deussen (1906), The Philosophy of the Upanishads, pp. 9-10. For 
an alternative historical analysis see Nakamura, ibid., p. 44. 
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6. The distinction between Purva-MImamsa and Uttara-MImamsa 
corresponds in Brahmanical circles to the sections of the Vedas dealing with 
ritual action and injunction {karma-kanda or vidhi-kanda ) and knowledge 
( jhana-kanda ). 

7. P. T. Raju (1985), Structural Depths of Indian Thought , (South Asian 
Publishers, New Delhi), p. 25. 

8. See Katha Upanisad I.iii.3-9, and following discussion. 

9. This is an idea taken up by Sankara in his notion of adhyasa. The 
discrimination (viveka) of the self from what is not-self is also an important 
feature of the Samkhya philosophy. 

10. See for instance Kausltaki Upanisad 1.2-3. 

11. Brhadaranyaka Upanisad III.9. 

12. Translation in Hume (1931), p 241. 

13. Taittiriya Upanisad II.6; see also II.7; Hume trans., p. 287. 

14. Brhadaranyaka Upanisad III. vi; trans. Madhavananda, p. 342-343- 

15 . Chandogya Upanisad III . 14 . 1,4 . 

16. Chandogya Upanisad VI.12ff; cf also Taittinya Upanisadl.S . “Om 
is Brahman. Om is all this,” Aitareya III. 1.3; Isa Upanisad 5; Mundaka 
Upanisad 11.2.11.36. Brhadaranyaka Upanisad IV.4.5, 6. 

17. Brhadaranyaka Upanisad III.2.13. 

18. It has been argued by some scholars (e.g. Richard Gombrich (1988)), 
Theravada Buddhism (Routledge, p. 66) that it is the Buddha who is primarily 
responsible for “ethicizing” of the concepts of karman (action) and samsara 
(rebirth), to denote the intention or volition ( cetand ) being actions and not 
the actions themselves. While this is a clear feature of the Buddha’s teachings, 
the verse quoted from the Brhaddranayaka Upanisad suggests that the move 
pre-dates Sakyamuni. It would also be unwise to assume that the mental state 
of the agent performing a sacrifice was of no relevance in pr ^-Brhadaranyaka 
Vedic passages. 

19. Katha Upanisad I.i.l-II.iii. 19. 

20. Katha Upanisad I.iii. 3-4. 

21. See also flatha Upanisad IV. 1-2. 

22. Brhadaranyaka Upanisad VI. 1. 

23. See Kausltaki 1.6, III.3, IV.20; Katha II. ii.3; Isa 4; Mundaka III.1.8, 
III.2.7; Prasna V.ll. 
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24. KausItaM IV.19, 20. 

25. Brhadaranyaka Upanisad IV.iv. 

26. The doctrine that the world is a creation of individual experience is 
also not a position endorsed by the Gaudapadlya-karika , see for instance GK 
1.18, or by any of the major exponents of Advaita philosophy until perhaps 
Prakasananda in the sixteenth century. 

27. So in fact, while it may be true that in an ultimate sense karman is, 
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81. For example, the debate between the Parmenidean and Heraclitean 
points of view in pre-Socratic Greece, and later the debate between Cratylus 
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and Plato in Cratylus. The classic alternatives in this debate in an Indian context 
can be seen in the respective positions of Nagarjuna and Gaudapada, see my 
“Sunyatd and Ajdti\ Absolutism and the Philosophies of Nagarjuna and 
Gaudapada” in Journal of Indian Philosophy 17. No. 4 (1989): pp. 396ff., and 
chapter 4 of this monograph. In a more contemporary, Western setting this 
problem was tackled from the point of view of the absolutist by the English 
philosopher Francis Herbert Bradley (see Bradley’s Appearance and Reality , 
Oxford Clarendon Press, 1893, p. 4Of). 

82. Nakamura, ibid., pp. 495-496. 

83. Brahmasutrabhdsya III.ii.3, translation by Gambhirananda, p. 590. 
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Agrawal, “The Origin and Development of the Doctrine of Difference and Non¬ 
difference,” in Aspects of Indian Philosophy (1986, Shree Publishing House, 
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87. Sankara uses the term vivartate in BSBh 1.3.39, 2.2.1 (disputed 
reading), and Taittiriya Upanisad-bhasya 1.6.2. The term vivarta is never 
found in any clearly authenticated works of Sankara. 

88. See Brahma Siddhi 7.23-8.10; 18 1-3; 19.1-4; Vibhramaviveka 36. 
See also Thrasher s “Vivarta According to Mandana-Misra” in WienerZeitschrift 
fur die Kunde Sud-und Ostasien. Mandana seems to get the term “ vivarta ” 
from Bhartrhari. 

89- Vakyapadiya 3 7, 105, p. 246. 

90. Cf. Yoga Sutra 1.3: liberation is the Purusa abiding in its own-form 
(svarupa). 

91. This idea is prefigured in the Upanisads by such statements as “to 
know Brahman is to be Brahman” {Mundaka Upanisad ). 


Chapter 3 The Abhidharma Context of 
Non-Origination ( Ajativada ) 

1. A common name for Sankara’s doctrine is kevaladvaita —the non¬ 
dualism of the alone; this conforms very nicely with the Latin derivation of 
the English term “absolute” 

2. As is the case with the translation of all technical terms from the original 
Sanskrit, one has to be aware of the loss of some of the meaning by the 
utilization of one fixed English equivalent. In this case the use of own, self 
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or intrinsic “nature” palpably fails to display the connection of the term 
svabhdva with the question of being itself (bhava). Thus, I have adopted the 
policy of freely rendering svabhdva as “intrinsic nature,” own nature,” “own 
being,” “self-establishment,” and “self-sufficiency” etc., according to the 
context, in order that the wide connotations of this term will be taken on board 
by the reader. That this is fair can be ascertained from the fact that in virtually 
all cases these terms are exchangeable without a change in meaning. 

3. Svabhdva and the related notion of prakrti (nature) occur in the 
following verses of the Gaudapddlya-kdrikd -1.23, II.34, III.32, IV.7-10, 23, 
29, 57, 81, 86, 91-93, 98. 

4. Both the Sthaviras and the Sarvastivadins agree that the bhikkhu 
Sariputra was, during the Buddha’s lifetime (he died six months before the 
Buddha), instructed to carry out elaborations along Abhidharmic lines. Yet the 
summaries (eg. Vaisali) may well be apocryphal. The Suttanipata , one of the 
earliest Pali collections, contains hardly any of the well-known doctrinal 
formulations found in the other sutras. They are also absent from the Asokan 
edicts (which were probably intended for the laity in any case). It could be 
argued, therefore, that the mdtrkds are fairly late compositions. Watanabe, 
however, cite the occurrence of the term “ mdtika ” in the Vinaya and Sutta 
pitakas , and maintains that in the earliest period mdtrkds were “rehearsed 
in abhidhamma study.” Despite attempts at a reconstruction of these “proto- 
Abhidharmic” lists, however, little can be deduced about their doctrinal intent. 

5. Warder, argues that it is probable that the earliest form of the 
Abhidharmapitaka consisted of a set of Matrka readings, perhaps even 
propounded by the Buddha himself, and that it was only later that these heading 
developed into the systematic Abhidharma taxonomies. See Warder, Indian 
Buddhism (Second Edition), p. 10. 

6. See Tkkakusu (1956), The Essentials of Buddhist Philosophy, (EBP), 
(Honolulu), pp. 58-59. See also Watanabe (1983), Philosophy and its 
Development in the Nikayas and Abhidhamma, pp. 42-43 andp. 45, section 
4.4. 

7. See Bareau, Les Premiers Conciles Bouddhiques (Paris, 1955), pp. 
115-118 and Bareau Les Sectes Bouddhiques du Petit Vehicule , (Paris, 1956) p. 33. 

8. Warder, ibid., p. 274. 
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10. Takakusu “On the Abhidharma Literature of the Sarvastivadins” in 
Journal of the Pali Text Society , (1904-1905), p. 71. 

11. Warder, Indian Buddhism , p. 342; Takakusu (1956), The Essentials of 
Buddhist Philosophy, p. 59 . 

12. Dutt, Buddhist Sects in India , pp. 152-158. 
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development of a plethora of new “revelatory” texts (the vaipulya siitras) 
remains a difficult obstacle to any attempts at deriving Mahayana ideas from 
Sautrantika roots. 

50. It is clear that the doctrine of dharma nairdtmya , often said to be 
a characteristically Mahayana doctrine is also found in non-Mahayana schools 
of thought. See Williams (1989), Mahayana Buddhism , p. 16. Harivarman for 
instance appears to uphold such a view in his Satyasiddhisdstra. 

51. On the unique particularity of dharma see Piatigorsky ibid., p. 202, 
n. (26); pp. 190-19T section 6.13). 

52. Paul Williams (1980), “Language and Construction in the 
Madhyamaka” in the Journal of Indian Philosophy 8, p 17, 

53- See the commentary on Hastabdlaprakarana (which the Tibetans 
attribute to Aryadeva) This text attacks the notion of an “atom,” as does 
Ayadeva’s Catubsataka 9.12-15, 13-4-6. See also Santtdeva, verses 94-96 
Criticism of the notion of ' atoms” (paramanu) is also to be found in the 
Yogacara school, e g Vasubandhu’s Vimsatika 11-15 

54 See the discussion of “change” in the Abhidharma schools. For a 
discussion of the Abhidharma view concerning the nature and status of 
samskrta dharma see also Conze (1962), Bxiddhist Thought in India , p 
223-224 

55. Piatigorsky (1984), ibid., p. 184, section 6.2.3 and p. 203 n. 40 

56. See Conze (1975). The Large Sutra on Perfect Wisdom , p 102, P135 
“The nonappropriation and the nonabandonment of all dharmas that is Perfect 
Wisdom ” 
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57. Translation in Conze, The ShortPrajhdpdramita Texts (1973), p. 124; 
Buddhist Wisdom Books , (1988), second edition (revised), p. 34. 

58 Conze, The Prajhdpdramita Literature\ p. 7-8. 

59. Paul Williams (1989), ibid., p. 46. 

60. For example see Conze (1975), The Large Sutra , pp. 120-123, 
P164-169. 

61 Translation in Conze (1975), The Large Sutra , p. 103, P138. 

62. For example see Conze (1973), The Perfection of Wisdom in Eight 
Thousand Lines , p. 99. 

63 . See Vajracchedikaprajhaparamitdsutra . 

64. See for instance Conze (1975), ibid., P247. 

65 . These two languages (roughly categorizable as “emptiness : no 
distinctions language” and “emptiness : no restrictions” language) are irre^ 
ducible to each other. This would seem to be the case given that they lead to 
parallel and complementary types of language (apophatic and cataphatic). Both 
function on the same level as axiomatic developments of the notion of 
emptiness. Nevertheless, I do not think that this precludes the possibility of 
explaining one in terms of the other, as long as this is not taken in a causal 
sense \that is that one relies exclusively upon the other), for, since both are 
axiomatic, both can be complemented and explained in terms of the other. Thus, 


PREMISE: ALL DHARMAS ARE EMPTY 


Apophaticism: [Neither—nor] 

No distinctions 
Therefore, 

All dharmas have no restrictions 


Cataphaticism: [Both—and] 

No restrictions 
Therefore, 

All dharmas have no distinguishing 
marks 


66. Nagao (1989). p. 18-19 

67. For example, see Robinson, (1967), Early Mddhyamika in India and 
China (Motilal Banarsidass, Delhi), p. 44. 

68. Ta-chih-tu lun T, 1509. 25.229c. 

69. Paul Williams (1980), ibid., p. 14. See also p. 39, notes 62 and 
65_CandrakJrti’s Madhyamakdvatdrabhdsya on 6:113; 13“'-l39, and on 6:150 
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Chapter 4 Non-Origination in the Gaudapddiya-kdrika. 
Early Vendantic Ontology and Madhyamaka Buddhism 

1. The distinction between conventional and ultimate truth may be pre^ 
figured in the early Buddhist references to an “individual truth” {paccekasaccay, 
see Jayatilleke (1963), The Early Buddhist Theory of Knowledge, sections 599 
ff. Jayatilleke suggests, however, that "there is no clear-cut distinction between 
these two kinds of truth in the Pali canon” (section 610) Nevertheless, the very 
fact that the Buddha used personal pronouns and referred to the self in everyday 
parlance, while stating in his more theoretical moments that there is no-abiding- 
self (Pali: anattd), suggests an implicit distinction between the everyday and 
the theoretical contexts of discourse. 

2. The conception of the Buddha as a healing physician (and the four noble 
truths as his diagnosis and cure for the basic condition of life) exemplifies the 
teacher who teaches according to the spiritual condition of his audience (See 
Itivuttaka 100, quoted in F. L Woodward’s, Some Sayings of the Buddha (1973), 
p. 84.) According to one famous sermon, the Dbarma is but a raft to be 
relinquished once one has reached the further shore [Majjhimanikdya i.134). 
From the voluminous evidence of the Buddha's teaching (accepting of course, 
that much of it is late and perhaps apocryphal), different statements appear 
to have been made at different times to different audiences. The apparent 
conflict between these teachings when examined together is overcome by the 
later Buddhist scholasts via the hermeneutical distinction between definitive 
and interpretable levels of meaning. 

3 There is much evidence of the Buddha adapting his answer to the level 
of understanding and intent of the enquirer. The most famous incidents are 
those involving Vacchagotta and Malunkyaputta. On both occasions, the Buddha 
refused to be drawn on certain metaphysical questions. These became known 
as the avydkrta (Pali: avydkata) or “unanswered questions” See Majjhi¬ 
manikdya suttas 63, 72, translation in Henry Clarke Warren’s, Buddhism In 
Translations , (1896, Atheneum Press, New York 1962), pp. 117-128. 

4. See Collins (1983), ibid., p. 154. 

3. Abhidharmakosa VI.4, translation by John Buescher (1982), The 
Buddhist Doctrine of Two Truths in the Vaibhasika and Theravdda schools , 
(unpublished Ph.D. thesis, University of Virginia), p. 153- 

6. See Williams (1980), “Some aspects of Language and Construction in 
the Madhyamaka” in Journal of Indian Philosophy 8, pp. 1-45* 

7. MMK XXIV.8-10 

due satye samupdsritya buddhdndm dharmadesand t loka 

samvrtisatyam ca satyam ca paramdrtbatah ye' nayor na vijdnanti 

vibhagam satyayordvayoh , te tattvam na vijdnanti gambhiram 
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buddhasasane vyavahdram anasritya Paramaribo na desyate, 
paramartham andgamya nirvdnam nddhiganryate 

8. M. Sprung (1979), Lucid Exposition of the Middle Way: The Essential 
Chapters from the Prasannapadd of Candrakirti (Rout ledge Kegan and Paul, 
London), p. 15* 

9 See Monier-Williams Sanskrit-English Dictionary (1988), p. 1007. 

10. See Monier-Williams Sanskrit-English Dictionary, p. 1009 

11. See Nagao (1989), p. 39f. and (1991), p. 13-22, for a useful discussion 
of the meaning of samvrti and samvrtti in the Mahayana schools. My own 
discussion here is dependent upon the excellent insights of Nagao in this regard. 

12. The term samantdd , (“on all sides”) can also be rendered as 
“everywhere” or as “all-pervasive” See Franklin Edgerton (1953), A Buddhist 
Hybrid Sanskrit Grammar and Dictionary Vol //, p. 541, on “ Samvrti ” 

13. Madhyamakdvatara \ 1.23* 

14. Ibid., Madhyamakdvatara VI.28. 

15. MMK 24,10. 

16. See Nagao (1991), ibid, pp. 16-22. 

17. Cf GK IV.79— abhutdbhinivesa . 

18. GK IV.73cd ; see also GK IV.24, 25* 

19. The denial of etemalism with respect to dharmas suggests a keen 
awareness of the inter-scholastic controversies of Indian Buddhism. Karmarkar 
(19 T 3, p 128) even goes as far to suggest that GK IV.58 etc. may be an actual 
reference to (and critique of) the dharmic taxonomy of the Sarvastivada school. 
Compare GK IV.59 with MMK 18.10 and Candrakirti s Madhyamakdvatara 
VI.33 and bhdsya (116). 

20. Vidhushekara Bhattacharya (1943), The Agamasdstraof Gaudapdda, 
p 107. 

21. T M. P. Mahadevan (1954), Gaudapada: A Study in Early Advaita 
(Madras University), p. 188 

22. S. S Roy (1965), The Heritage of Sankara (Allahabad, Udayana 
Publications), p. 15. 

23. S. L. Pandey (1974), Pre-Samkara Advaita Philosophy , p. 323. 

24. GK 111,21. See also GK 1V.7, 29- 

25. Richard Robinson (1967), Early Mddhyamika in India and China 
(Mot. Banars, Delhi), p. 44. 
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26. B. K. Matilal (1977), The Logical Illumination of Indian Mysticism , 
PP 7-8. 

27. Note the background of this view in the Parmenidean—Heraclitean 
debates of ancient Greece and the similarity between Zeno’s paradoxes and 
the paradoxes generated by Nagarjuna and his followers For a brief discussion 
of this see Elwin W. Jones “Buddhist Theories of Existents: The System of Two 
Truths” in M. Kiyota (ed)(1978), Mahdydna Buddhist Meditation: Theory and 
Practice , (University of Hawaii Press, Honolulu). 

28. F. H. Bradley (1893), Appearance and Reality (Oxford, Clarendon 
Press), p. 40. 

29- Ibid., p. 31-52. 

30. MMKXV.3. 

31. See Robinson, ibid., p. 48. 

32. See Matilal (1977), ibid., for a discussion of the paradox of change 
and the question of whether it is an antimony or a paradox. See especially 
footnote 10, p. 35. 

33. MMK XXIV. 15. 

34. MMK XXIV: 

20. yady asunyam idam sarvam udayo nasti na vyayah. 

22. svabhdvato vidyamdnam kim punah samudesyate. tasmdt 
samudayo nasti sunyatdm prat i bad ha tab, 

24. svabhdvye sati mdrgasya bhdvanci nopapadyate , athdsau 
bhdvyate mdrgah svdbhdvyam te na vidyate. 

25. yadd duhkham samudayo nirodhas ca na vidyate , mdrgo 
duhkhanirodhatvdt katamah prdpayisyati . 

26. svabbdvendparijhdnam yadi tasya punah katham , parijhanam 
nanu kila svabhdvah samavcisthitah. 

27. prahdnasdksdtkarane bhdvanci caivam eva te, parijhdnan na 
yujyante catvdry api phaldni ca 

28. svabhavenadhigatam yat phalam tat punah katham , sakyam 
samadhigantum sydt svabhdvam parigrhnatah 

33. na ca dharmam adharmam vd kascij jatu kartsyati, kim 
asunyasya kartavyam svabhdvah kriyate na hi 

36. sarvasamvyavahdrdtns ca laukikdn pratibadhase, yat pratitya- 
samutpdda sunyatdm pratibadhase 

38 ajdtam aniruddham ca kutastham ca bhavisyati, vicitrdbhir 
avasthdbhih svabhdve rahitam jagat. 

For translations and discussion of these verses see Kenneth Inada (1970), The 
Mulamadhyamakakdrikd (Hokuseido Press, Tokyo), pp 148-152, and David 
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J. Kalupahana (1986), Nagarjuna: The Philosophy of the Middle Way , (SUNY 
Press, New York), pp. 342-334. Note that my translation is indebted to the 
translations of these two authors 

35. MMK XXIV.40. 

36. Elwin W. Jones “Buddhist Theories of Existents: The System of Two 
Truths” in M. Kiyota (ed.) (1978), Mahdydna Buddhist Meditation: Theory and 
Practice , (University of Hawaii Press, Honolulu), p. 12. 

37. F. Streng (1967), Emptiness: A Study In Religious Meaning (Abingdon 
Press), p. 52. In this respect it is also interesting to note the following observation 
of Streng’s “The grammatical character of Nagarjuna's use of “emptiness is 
revealing in that it is always used adjectivally “Emptiness” is always the 
emptiness of something; or “emptiness” is always the predicate of something 
e.g., co-dependent origination of existence or the highest knowledge of no- 
self-existence.” (p. 159). 

It is clear then that what we have here is not a reification of 1 emptiness” 
which indeed would be an alternative form of absolutism, but the adoption 
of a practical technique invoking the skillful use of concepts (prajhaptir 
upaddya , MMK XXIV. 18). In the same way as the story or question outlined 
in a Zen koan can be said to facilitate a direct realization of enlightenment 
(bodhi) and an insight into the nature of reality without implying the 
“factuality” of its content, concepts such as emptiness can be used as pointers 
to the ultimate truth without implying that there is either a substance which 
is empty or that there is something which can be called emptiness. 

38. Kalupahana renders MMK XVIII.4—5 as follows: When views 
pertaining to 'mine* and I', whether they are associated with the internal or 
the external, have waned, then grasping comes to cease. With the waning of 
that [grasping], there is waning of birth. 

On the waning of defilements of action, there is release Defilements of 
action belong to one who discriminates, and these in turn result from obsession. 
Obsession, in turn, ceases within the context of emptiness.” (Kalupahana (1986), 
Nagarjuna: The Philosophy of the Middle Way pp. 265*266). 

39. See MMK 24.18, 22.11. 

40. See MMK 22.11. 

41. Ruegg, David Seyfort (1986), “Does the Madhyamika have a thesis and 
philosophical position?” in Matilal and Evans (ed.) Buddhist Logic and 
Epistemology (Dordrecht, Reidel, 1986), pp. 229-23"^ 

42. For Nagarjuna’s use of ajdti , see also Vaidalyaprakarana paddrtha 
6 (sutra 31), where Nagarjuna denies that he accepts either a siddhi-adi or a 
siddha-ahta, paddrtha 15 (sutra 68 )jdti is impossible without jdta, ajdta , 
and jdyamana. See also Harsha Narain’s “The Nature of Madhyamaka Thought” 
in Madhyamika Dialectic and the Philosophy of Nagarjuna , p. 240-242—for 
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a discussion of the non-absolutism of Nagarjuna, the provisional nature of defi¬ 
nition oisvabhava as non-relative and non-artificial, and the denial of origina¬ 
tion {an-utpdda) as opposed to anutpada —the assertion of an unoriginated). 

43. Most ' negative” appellations can be understood in this manner. 
Consider for example the concept of the “beginninglessness” ( anddi ) of 
samsara In Buddhism this doctrine seems to have been put forward to counter 
the speculation about the cosmological origins of the universe (This Buddhist 
idea is undoubtedly influenced by the general conception of time as a cyclical 
in nature, a feature of the Indian culture which radically differs from the Judaeo- 
Christian heritage of the West.) In a non-theistic tradition such as Buddhism 
(which is not atheistic since it does accept the existence of gods—it merely 
denies their status as all-powerful and permanent beings), “anddi'' counters 
the tendency to postulate a creator who “sets the wheels in motion.” However, 
one can also seebeginninglessness in a more positivistic light as the belief that 
the source or beginning of samsara is outside the temporal sphere This 
interpretation of the concept allows for the possibility of an omnipotent and 
transcendent cause to the universe’s manifestation. Thus there are two possible 
interpretations of most negative terms corresponding to the two traditional 
types of negation (implicatory and non-implicatory). 

44. See Matilal 1971, pp 162-165; Ruegg 1981, pp. 78f. 

45. See Qvarnstrom. p 105. 

46. See Huntington Jr, p 206 note. 39 for brief mention of the earliest 
occurrence of the distinction between Svatantrika and Prasangika. 

47. MHK 8.81, trans. Qvarnstrom, p. 89. This verse in fact appears to be 
a refutation of the GK’s conception of “ ajdti-samatd ” See GK III.38. 

48. The term “theism” is here being used in a broad and wide-ranging 
sense denoting any belief in a divine being or beings. As such it encompasses 
the wide variety of “theisms ” namely polytheism, henotheism, monotheism, 
panentheism, etc. Such a broad understanding of the term is necessary when 
dealing with Hindu belief systems because of the flexibility and variety of 
approaches to the divine. 


Chapter 5 Asparsa-yoga in the Gaudapddtya-kdrikd 

1. GK III 39 and IV.2. 

2. GK III 40. 

3. In meditative terms asparsa-yoga may also have some connection with 
the Yogasutra notion of detachment { vairdgya ). It also connotes the notion 
of purity in the sense of being untouched by defilements. In the Buddhist 
Sfimaldsutra we find the term “ asparsa-dharmin * used in precisely this sense 
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to describe the intrinsic purity of the mind: “O Lord, a good mind is momentary 
(ksanika)\ it cannot be afflicted by defilements. The bad mind is [also] 
momentary; even this [bad] mind cannot be afflicted by defilements. O Lord, 
defilements cannot touch that mind. O, Lord, how is it possible that the mind, 
of untouchable character ( asparsa-dharmin ), can be afflicted by darkness? O 
Lord, still there is defilement and there is defiled mind. Moreover, O Lord, the 
meaning that the mind purified by nature is defiled is difficult to be understood. 
(222 b), translation in Garma Chang (ed.), (1983), A Treasury of Mahdyana 
Sutras: Selections from the Maharatnakutasutra (Pennsylvania State University 
Press), p. 174-175). 

4. See GK III. 31. 

5 . See my “ Sunyatd and Ajdti: Absolutism and the Philosophies of 
Nagarjuna and Gau<Japada” in Journal of Indian Philosophy 17 (December 
1989), pp. 385-405. For a more detailed discussion of this and related issues 
see chapter 4. 

6 Samjha , the third of the five skandhas , is often translated as 
“perception,” but it denotes slightly more than this, being what we might 
describe as “notional perception,” that is, a cognitive labeling of the given 
“sensation.” It is to a certain extent a subtle evaluation of the experience, and 
is to be understood as prejudice in the smallest sense of the word. 

7. Abhidharmakosa II. 24-44d. 

8. Attbdsalinf III.77 quoted by Guenther (1976), Philosophy and 
Psychology in the Abhidharma (Routledge and Kegan, USA), p. 32. 

9. See \ferdu (1985), Early Buddhist Philosophy> in Light of the Four Noble 
Truths (Motilal Banarsidass, Delhi), p. 99 

10. The problem of the origins of the term “ asparsayoga ” is that the 
closest we have to a locus classicus for its use in the Upanisads are such verses 
as the following from the Katha Upanisad : “One becomes freed from the jaws 
of death by knowing that which is soundless (< asabdam ), touchless ( asparsam ), 
colorless \arupam ), undiminishing (1 avyayam ), and also tasteless ( tatha * 
rasam ), eternal ( nityam ), odorless, without beginning, and without end, 
distinct from Mahat and ever constant ” {Katha Upanisad 1.315, translation 
by Gambhirananda (1957) ibid., p. 167.) However, attempts to find the origins 
of the term in this and other similar verses rest on very shaky ground. 

11. In Yogasutra 11.54 pratydhdra is said to be the disuniting 
(asamprayoge) of sense-faculties from their respective sense objects. 

12 See Karel Werner “Yoga and the Old Upanisads' in Connolly (ed.). 
Perspectives on Indian Religion: Papers in Honour of Karel Werner, (Sri Satguru 
Publications, Delhi, 1986), p. 3. 
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13 Translation by Gambhlrananda (1957), Eight Upanisads, Vol I, pp. 
208-209. This verse is also quoted in Maitrayanlya Upanisad VI. 30. 

14 The Maitrayanlya Upanisad VI. 18. Translation by Hume (1931), The 
Thirteen Principal Upanishads (second revised edition), p. 435. The 
Maitrayanlya Upanisads is of some interest here for a number of reasons. First, 
it is a composite text which quotes from many older Upanisads and is clearly 
aware of the idea of a fourth state of consciousness (turiya, see for instance, 
VI, 19) Buddhist influences on this text are unquestionable. Note for instance 
the text’s discussion of the goal of selflessness (niratman, VI. 20). VI. 21 
describes a yogic technique of liberation whereby prana is conveyed along 
the susumnd channel, via concentration on the breath, the syllable Om, and 
the mind. The conjunction of the senses (sam-yojya), thus enables the aspirant 
to attain a state of “selflessness ” “Due to the [realization of] selflessness, one 
becomes a non-experiencer of pleasure and pain; such a one obtains absolute 
isolation” (Hume’s translation, (1931), ibid., p. 437) 

15. Bhagavad Gltd II 58; V.21, 22, 27. See also II. 68. Translation by 
Zaehner (1969), The Bhagavad Gita , (Oxford University Press). Th eAdhydtma- 
patala of the Apastamba law book (c. 300 BCE according to Leggett, see his 
The Chapter of the Self) uses the term asparsa in the following context: 

Verse 7: "He who is constant (nitya) in all beings, wise ( vipascid ), 
immortal ( amrta ), firm (dhruva), without limbs (anahga), without sound 
(asabda ), without body (i asarira ), without contact (asparsa), great, 
pure—He is all, the highest goal, he is in the center, he divides, he is 
the city” (Leggett’s translation). 

16. Although Karmarkar thinks that Omkdraprakarana is more suitable. 
See Karmarkar (1973), The Gaudapdda Kdrikd (Bhandarkar Oriental Research 
Institute, Poona), p. xxviii. 

17. Although Bhattacharya has argued that the Upanisad is later than the 
prakarana. See Bhattacharya (1943), The Agamasdstra of Gaudapdda , 
p. xli. 

18. Mdndukya Upanisad 5. 

19. See GK IV. 55-56. These verses are important for they link together 
the two strands of the GK, the ontological critique of causality and non-dualism 
(advaita/ajdtivdda) and the phenomenological analysis of the psyche (advaya- 
citta/asparsayoga ). Suffering is the result of a deeply rooted psychological 
attachment to the notions of cause and effect. Simplistically speaking then, 
ajdtivdda is the intellectual remedy for all false views, and asparsayoga is the 
practical method for uprooting the afflictions (klesa) which cause these 
fallacious opinions to arise. The distinction between theory (ajdtivdda) and 
practice (asparsayoga), however, cannot be strialy enforced, as we shall see. 
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Asparsayoga involves a theoretical element (a theory of perception), and is 
not just the practice of yoga. 

20. GK 1.5. 

2 1. GK 1.10, 16 nivrtteh sarvadtihfkhanam isanah prabbur avyayah, 
advaitab sarvabhavatiam devas turyo vibhub smrtab. anadimayayci supto 
yada jlvab prabudhyate, ajam anidram asvapnam advaitam budhyate tada. 

22 GK 1 25, 27: yunjitu pranave cetah pranavo brahma nirbhayam, 
pranave nityayuktasya na bhayatn vidyate kvacit. sarvasya pranavo by adir 
madhyam antas tathaiva ca, evarn hi pranavam jhatva vyasnute tad 
anantaram. 

23. For example, GK II.6. 

24 The idea that perception is grounded in the non-dual apprehension 
of Brahman was developed later by Mandana-misra in his Brahmasiddhi (e g., 
71 i_2). Mandana denies that diversity (bheda) is given in the immediacy of 
direct perception. All that is perceived is the bare thing ( vastu-matra ). 
Difference is given subsequent to the actual apprehension of an object in 
perception, being nothing more than a conceptual construction (vikalpa). 

25 Hixon, (1976), unpublished Ph.D. thesis, "Mabayana Buddhist 
influence on the Gauda school of Advaya Vedanta;' University of Wisconsin, 
19^6), pp. 217; 234-235. 

26. See GK IV.72. 

27. For instance, GK 111.40-47. 

28 The importance of outlining a path for teaching the unenlightened 
is acknowledged in GK 1,18. 

29. Yogasutra bfodsya 1.1. 

30. e.g., GK III.38. 

31 GK 11.25- 

32. GK III.31, 32: manodrsyam idam dvaitam yat kihcitsacaracaram, 
manaso by amambhave dvaitam naivopalabhyate; atmasatydnubodhena 
na sankalpyate yadd } amanastdm tada yatigrdhyabhave tadagrahat . GK 
III. 32d seems to be dependent upon Vasubandhu s Trimsikci 28d 
(grdbyabbd vetadagrahaf). 

33. Brhaddranyaka Upanisad IV.5.13. 

34. Brhaddranyaka Upanisad IV.3-21 

35. Brhaddranyaka Upanisad IV.3 29; IV.5.15. Translation by Madha- 
vananda (1965), The Brhadaranyaka Upanisad , (Fourth Edition), pp. 471; 
543-544. 
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36. For a brief discussion of this see Wayman “Nescience and Insight 
according to Asariga” in Elder (ed). Buddhist Insight , p. 211 There are a number 
of interesting terminological features to be gleaned from an analysis of the 
philosophy of mind expounded in the third and fourth prakaranas of the GK. 
Notice for instance the following verses: 

111.29 yathd svapne dvayabbasam spandate mdyayd manah, tatha 
jagrad dvayabbasam spandate mdyayd manah . 

As in a dream the mind {manas) vibrates into the image of two (perceiver 
and perceived) through mayd, so does the mind in the waking state vibrate 
into the image of two through maya. 

111.30 advayam ca dvayabbasam manah svapne na samsayah, 
advayam ca dvayabbasam tatha jdgran na samsayah . 

There is no doubt that in dream a single (advaya) mind (manas) appears 
as two Likewise, there is no doubt that in the waking state the single 
appears as two. 

These verses are repeated verbatim in 1V.61-62 with two terminological changes. 
First, there is the occurrence of 1 cal ”—movement in IV.61 in place of the term 
“ spanda ” This is curious given that “spanda" is such a frequent term in GK 
IV. Secondly, in IV.62 the phrase “ advayacitta ” is used instead of the 
"advayamanas” of III 30 It seems odd for the author of the third prakarana 
to refer to manas as non-dual, since from GK III.31 onward the expressed goal 
is that of the cessation of mental activity (amanasta) Is this a terminological 
oversight, or are manas , vijhana, and citta virtual synonyms (as in the 
Yogasutra )? The phrase “ advayamanas ” also seems out of place since manas 
usually denotes the sixth (mental) sense-faculty. This is clearly an aspect of the 
dualistic realm and not something one would expect to be described as “non- 
dual” (advaya). One answer is that manas has an ambivalent status in the 
Gaudapddiya-kdrikd, being both the cause of apparent bondage and the means 
to apparent liberation. A more plausible answer, however, is that the third 
prakarana is here moving onto a phenomenological analysis of the nature of 
the individual psyche (a theme subsequently developed in the fourth 
prakarana). As such, the term ' 'manas” is not out of place since the discussion 
is dealing with the single mind (advayamanas) of a single individual (< eka-flva ), 
and not discussing questions of ontology. 

37. Here it is said that understanding (vijhana) is superior to meditation 
(dbydna). Prima facie this seems to be a reversal of the position of the GK 
However, we should be careful in comparing early Upani$adic terms with their 
usage in later philosophical texts. Clearly the terms “ vijhana ” has none of 
the “mundane” and “discursive” connotations in the Chdndogya. The 
important point to note is that from an early stage the Vedanta has acknowledged 
that the gnosis of the sage differs radically from the mundane knowledge of 
the common man. Note also the distinction between higher (para) and lower 
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(apara) knowledge (vidya) in the Upanisads. A distinction between ordinary 
and “altered” states of consciousness is a distinction made by all who adopt 
yoga as a form of religious practice. This is not surprising since to fail to 
differentiate between the two is to deny any noetic value to the practice of yoga. 

38. GK III.35. 

39. The Yogacara equivalent is asraya-paravrtti , the ‘ trans formation 
or “con-version” of the consciousness complex (dlaya-vijhdna) 

40. GK III.35- 

41. GK III.37-39: sarvabhildpavigatah sarvacintdsamutthitab, 
suprasdntah sakrjjyotih samadhir acalo 'bhayah. 

graho na tatra notsargas cintayatra na vidyate, atmasamstham taddjhanam 
ajciti samatdm gatam. 

asparsayogo vai ndma durdarsab sarvayogibhih, yogino bibhyati hy asmdd 
abhaye bhayadarsinah . 

42. Bhattacharya (1943), ibid., pp. 94-100. 

43. Griffiths (1986), On Being Mindless ; Buddhist Meditation and the 
Mind-Body Problem , (Open Court, Illinois), p. xiv. 

44. GK IV. 2: asparsayogo vai ndma sarvasattvasukho bitab, avivado'- 
viruddhas ca desitas tarn namdmy abam. 

45. Gaudapddfyakdrikdbbasya IV.2: 

spar sanam sparsah sarnbandho na vidyate yasya yogasya kenacid kadactd 
api so' asparsayogo brahmasvabhdva eva * vai ndma'iti brabmaitdani aspar- 
sayoga ity evam prasiddha ityarthab. 

46. GK III. 39 and GK IV. 2. 

47. Nyayasutra 1.1.4: indriydrtha sannikarsotpannam jhdnam avy- 
apadesyam avyabhichdri vyavasdyatmakam pratyaksam. 

48. GK IV.26: cittam na samsprsaty artham ndrthabhasam tathaiva ca , 
abhuto biyatas cdrtbo ndrthdbhdsas tatah prthak. The last line of this verse 
is ambiguous. Are the images non-different from consciousness or are they non- 
different from the object (insofar as they are both non-existent)? The ambiguity 
is perhaps intentional (occurring also in IV. 26 and IV50), for it avoids the 
problem of discussing the precise ontological status of the external world As 
we have seen, the world is not merely the product of an individual’s imagi¬ 
nation. Nevertheless, it is also not ultimately real. As such it is incomprehensible 
iacintya). 

49 This argument is also found in various Buddhist texts e.g., Santarak§ita's 
Madhyamakdlamkdra w. 16-17: Tattvasamgrdha vv. 2000-2001; Santideva’s 
Bodhicaryavatara 9.93; 9.96-99. The argument that matter and mind are two 
wholly contrasting types of substance, and therefore cannot “meet” in 
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perception probably originated with the Sautrantika school. This Buddhist 
school upheld a correspondence theory of perception, but were indirect 
representationalists. The Sautrantika position was that consciousness perceived 
the image (akara) cast by an object and not the object itself. Nevertheless, the 
existence of external objects could be known by inference as the cause of the 
perception. 

50. GK IV.66: jagracci ttek$a my as te na vidyante tatah prtbak, tatbd 
taddrsyam evedam jagratas cittam isyate. 

51. GK III.31. 

52. GK III.32. 

53- III.46: yadd na liyate cittam na ca viksipyate punah, anihganam 
andbhdsam nUpannam brahma tat tada . 

54. GKIV.72. 

55- GK 11.32. 

56 . This epithet, however, may well be applicable to the later idealism 
of the Dharmapalan lineage of the Yogacara, for whom the external objective 
world was merely a transformation of the ultimately real subjective conscious¬ 
ness. The wide scope of the term “Yogacara” is clear from the fact that it was 
originally used in India as a general term for the “practice of yoga” (yoga- 
acdra). Thus, the colophon to the Four Hundred Verees (Catubsataka) of the 
Madhyaitiika Aryadeva describes the text as “ bodbisattva-yogdcdra ” The term 
?eems to have derived its later doctrinal and scholastic specificity from the title 
of Asanga’s major work, the voluminous Stages in the Path of Yoga ( Yoga- 
carabbumf). This work, however, far from being a sectarian exposition of 
Yogacara ideas, is a large-scale compendium of the stages of the Buddhist path, 
of which only a small part is devoted to the specific interests of the Yogacara 
school. This is a feature of much of Asariga’s literary output; the other great 
example being his Compendium of the Mahdydna (Mahayanasamgraba ). 
Although the works of Asanga and Vasubandhu do show a marked development 
of ideas in the delineation and analysis of the yogic path when compared to 
their Madhyamika predecessors, this should not necessarily be seen to be 
characteristic of an antithetical attitude towards the earlier exposition of 
Mahayana ideas. The specific attribution of the term “Yogacara” or “ Vijna- 
navdda ” to the thought of Asanga and Vasubandhu should always be used with 
extreme caution, lest one reads back the scholarly controversies of later times 
into the early development of “Yogacara” thought. See Richard King (1994), 
“Early Yogacara and its Relationship with the Madhyamaka School” in 
Philosophy East and West 44, No. 4, pp. 659-684. 

57 . Madbyantavibhaga 1.7: upalabdhim samasritya nopalabdhih 
prajayate, nopalabdhim samasritya nopalabdhih prajayate. 
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58. Madhydntavibbdgabhdsya 1.7: Vijhaptimatra upalabdhim nisritya 
artfoanupalabdhir jdyate. Arthdnupalabdhim nisritya vijnapti-mdtrasya api 
anupalabdbir jdyate . Evam asal laksanam grahya grabakayob pravisati. 

59 . Trisvabbdvanirdesa v 36* cittamdtra upalambbena jheyarthdrtha 
anupalambbatd, jheydrtba anupalambhena syac citta anupalambbatd. 

60 . Vimsatika 16: pratyaksa buddhih svapnadauyathd sa ca yadd tadd, 
na so'rtho drsyate tasya pratyaksatvam katham matam 

61. Mabdydnasamgrdha II (Jneyalaksana ), for instance, mentions dreams 
as an example to substantiate the Yogacara thesis of representation-only 
(vijnaptimatrata-vdda ), seeLamotte, La Somme Du Grand Vebicule DAsanga, 
Tome II, p. 92. Hattori notes that in his commentary on Mahdydnasiitrd- 
lamkdra 18 ( Bodhipak$ddhikdra. v. 43-44), Vasubandhu states that the sensa¬ 
tion (vedand) caused by contact between a sense-organ and its object is like 
a dream, because it is an example of non-veridical experience ( mitbyanubfoava ) 
(see Levi, Mahayanasutralarnkara: expose de la doctrine dugrand vebicule 
selon le systeme Yogacara , (1907, Paris), p. 141.6) Hattori states that, “Thus, 
the simile of the dream is, in Vijnanavada treatises, meant for elucidating that 
there is in reality no external object and that our daily experience, whether 
it is pleasurable or painful, is untrue inasmuch as it is based on contact with 
an unreal object.” (“The Dream Simile in Vijnanavada Treatises” in Hercus et 
al. (1982), Indological and Buddhist Studies in honour of JW Jong on his 
sixtieth birthday , (Australia, p. 23 7 ). 

Given the importance of the notion of contact [between consciousness 
and external object] to a realist 1 ' or “correspondence” theory of perception, 
it seems strange that 4 asparsa ' did not become important as a technical term 
in the Yogacara critique of such theories. Since it did not, the authors of the 
Gaudapddlya-kdrika must be credited with its usage in this context. 


62 . GK III.29 

63 . The occurrences of ( 'dvaita:: advaita' and dvaya:: advaya in the 
GK are as follows: 


Chapter 

Dvaya/Advaya 

Dvaita/Advaita 

GK I 

NONE 

10, 16, 17, 18 

GK II 

14, 33, 33 

17, 36 

GK III 

29, 30 

17, 18, 31 

GK IV 

4, 45, 61, 62, 72, 75, 80, 85, 8^ 

NONE 

Total 

14 occurrences 

9 occurrences 


64. See the denial of the catuskoti in GK IV83^84 

65. Cf. the Yogacara notion of abbiitaparikalpa , the mental faculty of 
imagination. 
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66. GK III.31, 32: manodrsyam idam dvaitamyat kihcit saeardcaratn, 
manaso by amanibhave dvaitarn naivopalabbyate; dtmasatydnubodhena 
na sahkalpyate yada, amanastam tadd yatigrdhyabbdve tadagrabdt. 
Compare GK 111.32d (discussing no-mind— amanasta) with Trimsika 26d 
(discussing consciousness-only— vijnana-matra). Both say that this occurs as 
a result of the absence of a graspable object (grdbyabhdvetadagrahdt ) and are 
highly suggestive of selective borrowing on the part of the GK. 

67. GK II 32. 

68. On the question of the authorship of the fourth prakarana, the 
following points should be noted. The chapter begins with an invocation to 
the “greatest of all bipeds," who “through a gnosis (jhdna) comparable to 
space... is fully enlightened (sambuddba) about the dharmas comparable to 
the sky” The commentator maintains that the author is paying homage to 
Narayana, but the wording and the style of the invocation are close to what 
is found at the beginning of the MulaMadbyamakakdrikds , where Nagarjuna 
reveres the "best of all teachers, the fully enlightened one.” Weighing this up 
with the fact that the author of the fourth prakarana is clearly aware of 
Nagarjuna’s ideas, it seems quite possible that the invocation at the beginning 
of the prakarana is directly alluding to Nagarjuna’s own invocation. Both revere 
the “fully enlightened one” ( sambuddba ), but whereas Nagarjuna speaks of 
the greatest of all teachers, the author of the GK refers to the greatest of all 
bipeds. Perhaps this is an attempt to “outdo” Nagarjuna as it were with a bigger 
compliment. This may be either because the GK’s author distinguishes his own 
guru from the Buddha, or it may be that he felt that “greatest of all teachers” 
was not reverent enough as an epithet of the Buddha. 

Nevertheless, it is unlikely that the fourth prakarana is a Buddhist text, 
for the simple reason that it omits so many of the cardinal concepts of 
Buddhism. There is no mention of the bodbisattva , dependent-origination 
( pratftyasamutpdda ), emptiness (sunyata) etc. (anything, in fact, which could 
point to a definite Buddhist origin). The absence of certain key Mahayana terms 
(e.g., abbutaparikalpa , nihsvabhavatd , etc.,) and the occurrence of others 
(e.g. paratantra (IV24), prajhapti (IV.24.25), samvrti-paramdrtha-satya 
(IV.57,58, 73, 74), catuskoti (IV.84), dharma (passim ), etc,) points to the precise 
selectivity of the author of the fourth prakarana (and indeed of the text as 
a whole). See chapter 1 for a detailed discussion of these issues. 

69. Although combined with other evidence (see, for instance, footnotes 
63 and 68 of this chapter and chapter 1) there seems to be a good case for 
arguing for the separate authorship of the fourth prakarana . See also note 107. 

70. See for instance GK IV.3-23; 40-43- 

71. Translation in Janice Dean Willis (1979), On Knowing Reality: The 
Tattvdrtba Chapter of Asahga’s Bodhisattvabbumi , (Motilal Banarsidass, 
Delhi), p. 106 
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72. See Willis (1979). ibid., p. 106 and Wogihara's edition of the Bodhis- 
attvabhumi, (1930-36) p. 45- 

73. Willis (1979), ibid., p. 109 and Wogihara ibid., pp. 45-46 

74. Willis (1979), ibid., p. 21. 

75. Compare this with the statement made by Yasomitra in his Abhtd- 

harmakosabhasyavyakhya 1.16: upalabdhivastumdtragrahanam vedandda 
yas tu caita set visesagrahanarupah. .. 

“(The six consciousnesses ( vijhana )[ apprehend, grasping only the given-thing. 
However, it is the mental concomitants of sensation that, grasping, specify the 

f ° rm Willfams (Journal of Indian Philosophy 8, 1980, p. 15) says that “the 
distinction between vijhana- and samjhaskandhas largely ma s t e t erenc 
between apprehending a composite thing and becoming consciously aware of 
the state of affairs marked by that thing.” Compare this also to F. H. Bradley 
idealism, where reality is experience or pure apprehension (before the inter- 
vention of concepts). 

76. Rahula (1971), Le Compendium de la Super- Doctrine (Philosophie) 
(Abhidharmasamuccaya) D'Asahga, p. 66. 

77. ‘ 'A-parinispattif literally: “not-absolute" or “not-fulfilled.” Rahula 
translates it as “non-realite.” 

7 8 . Thus Vimsatika vv 11-14 criticizes “atomic realism” on the grounds 
that the idea that the sense objects which one apprehends are made up of atoms 
is not demonstrable on purely experiential (i.e. phenomenological) grounds^ 
Simply speaking it contradicts the given-ness of perception. The concept of 
a unique and indivisible atom (paramdnu) is also rejected as such an entity 
would have no facets with which to connect to other atoms. Thus v. 12 states 
that: ■ One atom simultaneously conjoined with six other atoms must have six 
facets. Yet, if they are said to occupy the same space, [being the smallest occupier 
of space possible], then their aggregate would be no more than a single atom. 
(satkenayugapadyogdt paramanoh sadamsata, sannam samanadesatvat 
pindah ad anurnatrakah). See also Williams (1980), ibid., p. 6. 

79. Rahula (1971), ibid., p 32. 

80. Rahula (1971), ibid., p. 118. 

81 Interestingly, Asanga also makes room for a third catgory of sensation, 
that which is both internal and external. This latter sensation is produced by 
the interaction of the external sense-spheres (i babydyatana ), that are the support 
of the sense-organs (i indriyddhisthdna ), and the “spheres of internal form 
(adhyatmikani rupmyayatanani), that constitute the “internal body 
(ddbya tmakdya ). 
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82, Lamotte, La Somme du Grand Vehicle D’Asahga (Mahayana- 
sarngraha ), tome II, pp. 39-40. 

83- Willis (1979), ibid., p. 23- 

84. Translation by Lindtner in Ndgdrjuniana, (1982), pp. 110-114. 

85. Willis (1979), ibid., p. 125. 

86. See Willis (1979), ibid., pp. 126-132, and Wogihara ibid., pp. 50-53. 

87. See Rahula (1971), ibid., p. 25. 

88. Through meditation, one could envisage a stage where there was no 
attribution of a “self’ or an “intrinsic nature” to perception, but merely an 
awareness of its characteristics. Thus, one could perceive that something is blue 
but not conceive of it as a blue object (see Vasubandhu’s Abhidharmakosa , 
pp. 64. 22-23 etc., see Hattori Dignaga On Perception , p. 26 and notes to p. 
26), also Candrakirti’s Prasannapada to MMK 1.3: caksuvijhdnasdmahgf 
nilam jandti no tu nflam iti “or again one could perceive the color blue but 
not attribute an ontic value to this quality, it is merely “the color blue” and 
nothing else, although this may amount to the same thing.” 

89. Lamotte, Mahayanasamgraha, tome II, ibid., pp. 112-115; Rahula 
(1971) ibid., pp. 175-176. 

90. An alternative list of ten vikalpa is given at Mahay a n asamgraha 11.20 
(Lamotte, ibid., p. 115). In turn, there are 10 distractions ( vik$epa ) for the 
bodbisattva to overcome (MSG 11.21). They are the notions of non-existence 
(abhdva), existence {bhdva), affirmation (adbydropa), negation (■ apavdda ), 
unity ( ekatva ), diversity (ndndtva), own-nature ( svabhava ), particularity 
(i )ise$a), clinging to the object-as-name {yathdndmarthabhinivesa ), and clinging 
to the name-as-object (yathdrtbdndmdbbinivesa ). 

91. Willis (1979), ibid., p. 131. 

92. Willis (1979), ibid., p. 140 and Wogihara, ibid., p. 55 

93. Willis (1979), ibid , p. 117, and Wogihara, ibid., pp. 47-48. 

94. Wayman, “Secret of The Heart Sutra” in Lancaster (ed ), (1977), 
Prajhapdramitd and Related Systems , p. 137). This is interesting since the 
Vajracchedika appears to have been commentated on by both Asanga and 
Vasubandhu. See TUcci (1956), Minor Buddhist Texts Pt 1. 

95. For the classic discussion of this problem see Mahayanasamgraha, 
Lamotte, tome II, pp. 232ff. 

96. GK 11.31: svapnamdye yathd drste gandharvanagaram yatbd, tatha 
visvam idarn drstam veddntesu vicaksanaih . This verse is similar to 
MulaMadhyamakakarikds VII 34 See also Catuhsataka XIII.25. 
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97. GK IL7: IV.32. 

98. GK II.8- 

99. GK II.9. 

100. GK II 5. 

101 GK IV. 25 Prajhapteh sanimittatvam isyate yuktidarsandt , 
nimittasydnimittatvam isyate bhutadarsandt 

102. GK II.6 / IV. 31: addv ante cayan ndsti vartamdne' pi tat tatha . 

103. Cf. BhagavadgJtd 2.16-17; 2.20; 7.24; 13-31. 

104. Karmarkar (1973). ibid., p. 71. 

105. I refer the reader to the parallel discussion in Kaplan (1983), “A 
Critique of an Ontological Approach to Gaudapada’s Mandukya Karikas” in 
Journal of Indian Philosophy 11, pp. 339-355; Kaplan (1987), Hermeneutics , 
Holography and Indian Idealism 

106. GK IV 33: sarve dharma mrsd svapne kdyasydntar nidarsandt, 
samvrte ' smin pradese vai bhiitdnam darsanam kutah. 

107. The (originally Buddhist) distinction between elemental factors 
( dharmas ) and entities (bhdvas) is one that should not be casually overlooked. 
Note for instance that GK IV.6 repeats III.20 except that “ dharma ” replaces 

bbava." This may be seen as an editorial error but for the fact that IV.8 repeats 
III.22 but with the same change in terminology. I suggest that the reason behind 
this change in terminology is not so much evidence of separate authorship of 
the third and fourth prakaranas (although this remains possible), but that the 
same point is being made in a different context In GK IV, in this instance at 
least, the author is discussing the factors perceived by consciousness. The verses 
form part of a phenomenological analysis of the workings of the mind. 
Consequently, the author uses the term ‘ dharma'' denoting an object of 
consciousness and not the term “ bbavaf which denotes a really existing entity. 
The discussion in IV,6-8 is phenomenological and not ontological. 

108. The idea that the world of our experience is “enclosed” (samvrtya) 
within the parameters of consciousness is closely connected to “ samvrti-satya" 
the notion of a conventional and concealing level of truth. It is the veil 
(i dvarana ) that needs to be lifted, the concealing and enclosing boundaries of 
our own limited consciousness. It is possible to view the world in (at least) 
two respects, as an illusion, and secondly as a reality. Neither of these is 
appropriate for later Advaita Vedanta; Brahman is the sole reality. The world 
is not an illusion, since we can make a distinction between real and illusory 
in our everyday lives. The world is not a totally false and unreal ‘ ‘trick,” rather 
it is an ignorant mis-representation of Brahman The world then is to be 
transfigured by Brahman in the mystical experience (anubhava). For a 
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discussion of the relationship between Brahman and the created world in 
classical Advaita Vedanta see my “Brahman and the World: Immanence and 
Transcendence in Advaita Vedanta—A Comparative Perspective” in Scottish 
Journal of Religious Studies Vol XII. No* 2 (Autumn 1991), pp. 107-126 

109* GK IV*36d: sarvam cittadrsyam avastukam. 

110. In the context of this discussion, a “correspondence theory of 
perception” is any theory which posits an intrinsic and necessary connection 
or correspondence between veridical perceptions and an independently existing 
world of external objects. The classic Indian example of this position for 
instance is that of the Nyaya school (see the definition of perception in 
Nyayasutra 1.1.4.). Nevertheless, any philosopher upholding the independence 
of the external world from our perception of it would also thereby be a 
correspondence theorist. In contrast to this the authors of GK II and IV (in 
particular) put forward a “coherence” theory of perception insofar as they 
suggest that the veridicality of experiences is not based upon so-called 
“objective” criteria but rather on the degree to which that experience remains 
coherent with one’s other experiences. This, however, is not a straightforward 
form of idealism, simplistically equating the dream and waking states. For the 
GK the distinction between waking and dream states is one of degree and not 
of type. The mature Sankara, of course, adopted a thoroughly realist epistemolgy 
postulating a direct correspondence or contact ( sparsa ) between subject and 
object in perception. Consequently, the subsequent Advaita Vedanta school 
rejected both the concept of "asparsayoga" and the “idealistic” terminology 
associated with it- One should note, however, that the Gaudapadian theory of 
perception is a rejection of all correspondence theories of perception and the 
“objective” criteria for distinguishing between waking and dream experiences. 
For this reason, asparsayoga is not mentioned in Advaita circles after the time 
of Sankara. 

111. In Brahmasutrabhdsya II.2.28 Sankara distinguishes between the 
waking and dream states on the grounds that [veridical] waking experience 
corresponds to an independent and external world of objects. This is in stark 
contrast to the opinion of the commentator on the Gaudapadiya-kdrikd , who 
is traditionally identified as Sankara; see, for instance, the comments on GK 
II.9-10. Sankara (qua commentator on the Brahmasiitra) is an epistemological 
realist, while the author of the GK is an epistemological idealist. This is not 
to say that the GK upholds a doctrine of unqualified idealism, for, as I have 
argued, the author of the GK does have a substantive non dualistic ontology. 
“Normal” states of perception are idealistic, but enlightenment experiences 
are realistic. 

112. The denial that concepts or designations (prajhapti) have some form 
of objective reference (nimitta) is misleading since it is clear that words do 
have some sort of reference. However, the referents themselves (nimitta) have 
no referential objectivity (animittatvd) from an ultimate point of view. 


Notes to Chapter 5 


297 


Upholding the ultimate non-objectivity (animittatva) of referents, however, 
does not necessitate a denial of their conventional efficacy (samvrtilvyavahara). 
Such an awareness, perhaps, amounts to what Nagarjuna would have called 
a skillful use of concepts ( prajhaptirupadaya , MMK 24.18), that is, one which 
knows the nature of the distinction between conventional and ultimate truth 
(MMK 24.9-10). 

113. Kaplan (1983), ibid., pp. 339-344, and Kaplan (1987), ibid., pp. 71-73- 

114. See above and also Thomas Kochumottom (1982), A Buddhist 
Doctrine of Experience, (Delhi, Motilal Banarsidass), Janice Dean Wiilis (1979), 
On Knowing Reality (New York, Columbia University Press); Ian Harris (1991), 
The Continuity of Madbyamaka and Yogdcara in Indian Mahdydna 
Buddhism (E. J. Brill). 

115. Schmithausen, “On the Problem of the Relation of Spiritual Practice 
and Philosophical Theory in Buddhism” in German Scholars on India , Vol 
II, pp. 235-250. 

116. Mundane (laukika) and supramundane ( lokottara ). According to the 
GK the uprooting of the “object” in perception is called “supramundane 
(lokottara) perception (see GK IV.87-88). The distinction between mundane 
and supramundane is also a prominent feature of many Yogacara texts (e g. see 
Lankdvatdrasutra 111.156, 157) 

117 See GK 1.17. For a discussion of this problem see Potter Was 
Gaudapada an Idealist?” in Nagatomi, Masson and Dimmock (eds). (1 9), 

Sanskrit and Indian Studies (Dordrecht, D. Reidel Publishing Company), pp. 
183-199- 

118. Gaudapadfyakdrikdbbdsya III.33- 

119. Ibid., IV.28. 

120 See GK IV. 52: na nirgatds te vijhandd dravyatvabhavayogatah, 
kdryakdranatabbdvdd yato’cintydh sadaivate. 

121. e.g. see GK 11.12; 11.19; III.10; HI-24. 

122. GK III.24. This is a quotation from Rg Veda VI.47; although it is more 
likely that the author of the prakarana is here referring to Brbadaranyaka 
Upanisad 11.5.19, that also refers to this verse. 

123. GK III.27: sato hi mdyaydjanmayujyate na tu tattvatah, tattvato 
jdyate yasya jdtam tasya bi jdyate. 

124. See GK III.28. 

125. GK III.29—30; IV.61-62. 

126. GK 11.31; HI.10; IV.68-69- 
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127, GK IV.44: upalambhdt samacaran mdydhasti yathocyate, 
upalambhdt samacardd asti vastu tathocyate. Note that my translation is 
particularly indebted here to Bhattacharya’s that runs as follows: “As an 
elephant called up by illusion is said to exist owing to perception and common 
practice, so on the grounds it is said of a thing that it exists.” (Bhattacharya 
(1943), p. 152). 

128, GK IV.28. 

129. GK 11.17. 18: aniscitd yathd rajjur andhakdre vikalpita, 
sarpadhdrddibhir bhdvais tadvad dtmd vikalpitah. 

niscitaydm yathd rajjvdm inkalpo vinivartate, rajjur eveti cddvaitam tadvad 
dtma viniscayab. 

130. Compare this with Vasubandhu s Trisvabbdvanirdesa (TSN), which 
appears to be in the background of the GK’s conception of the two truths, and 
his use of the term ‘ kalpita-samvrti" in IV.73-74. TSN 30 uses an analogy 
similar to the rope and the snake to explain the appearance of a world separate 
from consciousness. A piece of wood is thus made to appear as an elephant 
by means of a magical incantation, “The root-consciousness (mulavijhana) 
is like the incantation, suchness is like the piece of wood, vikalpa is like the 
form of the elephant, and the duality is like the elephant.” Thus, the following 
correspondences are made: 


the elephant - parikalpita = dvayagrdhyagrahaka (the duality of 
perceiver and perceived): 

the elephant image = paratantra - vikalpa (the dependency realm of 
concepts); 

the non-existence of the elephant - parinispanna (the fulfilled state); 
the incantation (the means) = the mulavijhana (source-consciousness); 
the piece of wood (that is, the substratum wrongly interpreted) = tatbatd 
(suchness). 

131 For this reason we have to be careful in our translation of the term 
mdyd. The English word “appearance” perhaps suits the meaning best in this 
context as it implies a direct contrast with reality (1 tattva , see GK III. 27) without 
necessarily implying that the world is a complete illusion in a simplistic sense. 
“Illusion,” however, can be used to translate “mdyd" if it is made clear from 
the outset that this does not thereby imply that the world is a delusion or a 
hallucination or that it is merely imagined by the individual (see GK 1.18 for 
a refutation of this doctrine) The idea that mdyd implies that the world is a 
subjective delusion, while expounded by some later Advaitins such as 
Prakasananda in the form of the doctrines of drstisrstivdda(“ perceiving is 
creating,” i.e. subjective idealism) and ekajwavdda (solipsism), is not the 
classical position of Advaita Vedanta. 
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132. GK [V.51,52: vijhdne spandamdne vai ndbhdsd anyatobhuvah, na 
tato' nyatra vijhdnan na vijhdnam visanti te. This translation is indebted 
to that of Swami Gambhlrananda which reads: 

“When consciousness is in vibration, the appearances do not come to 
It from anywhere else. Neither do they go anywhere else from Con¬ 
sciousness when It is at rest, nor do they (then) enter into It. They do 
not issue out of Consciousness by reason of their insubstantiality, 
for they are ever beyond comprehension, being without any relation of 
cause and effect (with Consciousness) ” (Gambhlrananda (1982), Eight 
Upanisads Vol II, pp 366-367). 

133. GK IV.47: rjuvakrddikdbhdsam alataspanditdm yathd, grahan- 
agrahakdbhdsam vijhdna spanditdm tat ha, 

134. Translation by Thomas Dowling (1976), Vasubandhu on the Avijhapti- 
Rupa A Study in Fifth-Century Abhidharma Buddhism (unpublished Ph.D. 
thesis. Columbia University), p.139. The firebrand analogy is also alluded to 
by Aryadeva in Catuhsataka XIII. 25, where it is used alongside dream, mirage, 
and reflection, etc. to explain the status of existence (bhdva): “[The cycle of] 
existence is the same as a firebrand’s circle, a magical creation, a dream, an 
illusion, the moon [reflected] in water, vapor, an echo, a mirage, and a cloud, 
(translation by Karen Lang (1986), Aryadevas Catuhsataka: On the Bodhi- 
sattva 's Cultivation of Merit and Knowledge, (Indiste Studier 7, Copenhagen), 
pp. 124-125). See also Nagarjuna’s Sunyatdsaptati v 66. 

135. Trimsikd 1 atmadharmopacdro hi vividbo yah pravartate, 
vijhdnaparindme f sau parindmah sa ca tridhd. 

136. Ultimately in the non-dualistic scheme of things there is no recourse 
to conceptual thinking. The notion of spandita or vibration is inconceivable 
as a precise and literal description of the manifestation of the world given the 
denial of any dualism or relations. With no point of reference at all there can 
be no coherent concept of movement or change. Only the non dual reality 
exists. The status of the world is inconceivable (acintya). Similarly, the concept 
of asparsa falls into oblivion for there can be no concept of “no-contact” 
without its opposite (that of contact). All attempts to conceptualize reality are 
doomed to failure from the start. Thus, the author of GK IV says that from 
the ultimate point of view {paramarthd ), even the epithet “unborn (aja) is 
inapplicable to reality since it implies its opposite. (GK IV.74; see also IV.60). 

137 GK 19 bhogdrtham srstir ity anye krfddrtbam iti cdpare, devasyaisa 
svabbavo' yam dptakamasya kd sprha. 

138. GK 11.31. 

139. See Prabhu Dutt Shastri (1911), The Doctrine of Maya ( London, Luzac 
and Co.), p. 29. 


300 


Early Advaita Vedanta and Buddhism 


140. All conceptions of reality are approximations in that they attempt 
to define the infinite in terms of finite categories. For the advaitin then, all 
views are partial apprehensions of Brahman. The only true ‘state” of experience 
(not strictly speaking a state at all) is turfya , an unchanging and permanent 
state of being. This reality is described in GK 1.29 as “portionless, yet with 
unlimited portions” (amatro* nantamdtras). Brahman is the infinite and 
unborn reality at the beginning, middle, and end of all things. In reality, of 
course, there are no actual beginning ano end boundaries. Our perception of 
a world of finite and separate objects is our misappropriation of the infinite 
(ananta) and non-different (i advaita/abbeda ). Dualistic experience is an 
inevitable result of any attempts to conceptualize (vikalpa) reality. For as we 
have seen, it is a cardinal principle of non-origination (ajdtivdda) that anything 
that has a beginning and an end (both spatially and temporally), is limited and 
therefore not real. 

141. See GK 1.29. 

142. GK II. 1; 4. 

143. GK IV.75; 79. 

144. GK IV.41. 

145- GK 11.16: jivam kalpayate pitrvam tato bhdvdn prthagvidhdn , 
bdhydn ddhydtmikdms caiva yathdvidyas tathdsmrtih . This may constitute 
the theoretical background to Sankara’s notion of superimposition (adhyasa), 
which is defined by him in his introduction to the commentary on the 
Brahmasutra as “the apparent presentation of something previously observed 
in some other thing.” 

146. Mahadevan (I960), ibid., pp. 181-181. Kaplan agrees that asparsayoga 
denotes a type of meditative path. Kaplan does, however, acknowledge the link 
with a specific theory of perception. See Kaplan (1987), ibid., pp. 99-100. 

147. Bhattacharya (1943), ibid., p. 95- 

148. Hixon (1976), ibid., p. 235. 

149. This is not dissimilar to the definition offered by the eleventh century 
Saivite king Bhoja in his commentary on the Yogasutra—“yogah viyogah" 
union (yoga ) is disjunction (viyoga) (see RdjaMdrtanda 1.1, also called 
Bhojavrtti). By this Bhoja meant that yoga is the pathway to the disjunction 
of the Puru$a from prakrti. This perhaps shows the important role that 
philosophical and religious presuppositions play in formulating one’s view of 
the path. Working with broadly Samkhyan principles, yoga is largely a matter 
of achieving a disjunction (asamyoga or viyoga). From the perspective of the 
Gaudapadian philosophy of mind discussed in this chapter, yoga is asparsa , 
the realization that the mind never actually comes into contact with an external 
object. 
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150. Colin A Cole (1982), Asparsa Yoga: A Study of Gaudapada’s 
Mdndukya Kdrika (Delhi, Motilal Banarsidass), pp 105-106 


Chapter 6 Gaudapadian Inclusivism and the 
Mahayana Buddhist Tradition 

1. It remains a moot point as to what the Yogacara school actually meant 
by the compound “ paratantrastitd Does the term imply the independent 
existence ( svatantrika ) of a realm of mutual dependency (paratantra ) or is 
it a descriptive (but non-ontological) term referring to the inter-dependent nature 
of existence? On the former interpretation, the Yogacarin does indeed seem 
to be guilty of reifying the dependency realm itself. On the other hand, the 
term may simply be an alternative to the Madhyamaka conception of 
pratftyasamutpdda. One suspects that the ambiguity of the phrase is a reflection 
of the ambivalence of the Yogacara school itself. Different answers may be given 
by different members of the school. 

2. See Wsvabbdvanirdesa v.36; Madhydntavibhaga 1.6 and the bhasya 
upon it. 

3. SeeTakasaki (1966),p. 353 and Bhattacharya(1943), p. 199. GKIV.90 
echoes verse 558 of the early Buddhist Suttanipata which reads “What is 
to be known is known by me; what is to be cultivated is cultivated by me; 
what is to be destroyed has been destroyed by me. Therefore, O brahmin, 

1 am the Buddha.” (translation by H. Saddhatissa (1985), The Sutta-Nipata , 

p. 66). 

4. Wood (1990). ibid., p 35. 

5 See Monier-Williams (1988), Sanskrit-English Dictionary, p. 6. 

6 . Bhattacharya (1949), ibid,, pp. 81—93. 

7. Note that my rendering of this difficult verse is indebted to the 
translations of Bhattacharya and Karmarkar. Bhattacharya renders the verse as 
follows: 1 According to the Buddha who instructs the way known to him (tayin\ 
jhdna does not approach the dharmas (i.e., it does not relate itself to the 
objects). But all dharmas well as jhdna— this has not been said by the Buddha.’’ 
(Bhattacharya (1943), p. 212). 

Compare this with Karmakar s translation: “The knowledge of the eternal 
enlightened one, does not cross over into the entities; all entities likewise [do 
not cross over into] the knowledge—this has not been declared by the Buddha.” 
(Karmarkar (1973), p. 56). 

8 . See F. Edgerton (1953), Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit Grammar and 
Dictionary Vol If pp. 251-252. 
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9. See Mahadevan, ibid., p. 214 and Karmarkar, ibid., p. xxiv. 

10. Bhattacharya (1943), ibid., p. 214. 

11. Vajraccbedika Prajhapdramitdsutra 7e 21,a; translation in Conze 
(1973) The Short Prajhapdramita Texts (Luzac and Company Ltd, London), 
pp. 134-135. 

12. Saptasaptati v. 15, edition and translation in Giuseppe Tucci (1956), 
Minor Buddhist Texts Part I (Serie Orientale Roma IX, Rome, pp. 61, 100. 
See also v.19 where it is stated that in the Buddha s realization “there was 
nothing which was grasped or expressed in words" (agrdhyanabhildpyata), 

pp. 63, 102. 

13. Vajracheddika ch. 4, 10c ; ch.5, l4e., translated in Conze (1973), 
p. 129. See also ch, 4, 10c., p, 127. The notion of apratisthita-citta became 
linked in Mahayanist thought with the conception of apratistbita nirvana , 
the nirvana of no-fixed-abode, that is the state of liberation attained by 
the bodhisattva , that facilitates a return to samsara— being in it and yet be¬ 
yond it. 

14. Wood, ibid., p 75- 

15. See GK 111,24-28 

16. V. Bhattacharya (1943), ibid., p. clxiv. 

17. See GK IV.ll, 12. 

18. See especially MMK chapter 24. see chapter 4 for further discussion 
of this. The logical steps in Nagajuna's argument as outlined in the MMK are 
as follows: 

i. A. "Own nature' 1 cannot change (15.8) 

B. Emptiness is the relinquishing of all views (13 8) Therefore, 

C. Non-emptiness is the characteristic of all views. 

ii. D, Emptiness is a denial of "own nature"— sunyata = 

nibsvabhdvatd (13 3) Therefore, 

E. Non-emptiness is the acceptance of an own nature” (24.20f), 
asunyavdda = svabhavavada Thus, 

iii. From C and E we can deduce that: 

F. All views presuppose an "own nature'' (sarva drsti = 

svabhavavada) 

iv. From A and E (or F) one can conclude that: 

G. All views presuppose a fixed "own nature, ’ (24.32-38), sarva 
drsti - svabbdva = ajativdda. 

19. GK 11.20-21 This list continues up to and including GK 11.28. 


Notes to Chapter 6 


303 


20. Note that the translations of Bbagavadgitd VI 1.21, andX.21 are from 
R. C. Zaehner (1969), The Bfoagavad Gita (Oxford University Press). 

21- GK 11.33: bbavair asadbbir evdyam advayena ca kalpitah, bhdvd 
apy advayenaiva tasmdd advayata siva. And this is imagined to be the non¬ 
existing entities themselves by means of the non-dual. The entities exist as the 
non-dual as it were. Therefore, there is auspicious non-duality. 

22 GK III 30 —advayam ca dvaydbhdsam tathd jdgran na samsayah. 

23. Tarkajvdla on MHK 8.54; translation by Qvarnstrom, p. 81. 

24. MHK 8.86, 87. 

25. MHK 4.7; trans. V. V. Gokhale (1958), 'The Vedanta Philosophy 
Described by Bhavya in His Madhyamakahrdayakarika’ in Indo-iranian 
Journal , 2 No. 3, p. 179. 

26. MHK 4.56; cited by Gokhale (1958), p. 179. 

27. Cited and translated by V. V. Gokhale (1962), ibid. 

28. MHK 3.284; cited and translated by Gokhale (1962), ibid., pp. 273, 2 T 4. 

29. V. V. Gokhale concludes "Thus we have in the above passage a 
Madhyamika criticism of the Vedantic term 'Brahman' which, if properly 
understood, could be equated with Nirvana or dbarmakaya , according to 
Bhavya. This proper understanding does, in fact, make all the difference between 
the Buddhist and the Vedantic view of the Absolute Reality." (Gokhale (1962) 
ibid., p. 275). 

30. See MHK 8.89-91, 95. Since the GK uses the term svabbdva 
throughout the four prakaranas (and is in all likelihood dependent upon 
Nagarjuna’s MMK for this notion), it is also likely that this is a reference to 
the Buddhistic pretensions of the GK. 

31. Tarkajvdla ad, MHK 8.99; see Qvarnstrom p. 94 

32. MHK 8.99. 

33. MHK 8.103. 

34. MHK 8.98; see also Tarkajvdla to MHK 8.88. 

35. As we have seen asparsayoga , as a soteriological discipline provides 
the conceptual link between the two themes of the non-duality of consciousness 
(advaya-vada) and non-origination (ajativdda). The cause of suffering 
(dufokba) is our psychological attachment to a false (dualistic) ontology. When 
this is overcome, however, through philosophical reflection and the practice 
of yoga, one can facilitating release from samsdra (see GK IV 55, 56) 
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Chapter 7 Absolutism in the GK and the Mahayana: 
the Tathagatagarbha Texts 

1. Despite the fact that emptiness (sunyata) is often said to be the central 
concept of Mahayana Buddhism, many early Mahayana texts shows no particular 
interest in the concept. In the Tristubh verses of the Saddharma pundarika 
Sutra , that Andrew Rawlinson pinpoints as the earliest stratum of the text, 
sunyata is mentioned only once (ch.4 v.45), “and then in an ambiguous passage 
which seems to equate it with the Arhat’s Nirvana ” (See A. Rawlinson “The 
Position of the Astasahasrika Prajhapdramitd in the Development of the Early 
Mahayana” in Prajhapdramitd and Related Systems , 1977, p. 17). In two other 
instances the term appears in the traditional context of the formula of the three 
1 ‘doors to deliverance” (vimoksa-mukhani), i.e. wishlessness ( apranihita ), 
signlessness (animitta), and emptiness (sunyata). A specifically Mahayana usage 
of the term does appear in chapter thirteen, but the chapter itself concerns 
conduct and the term does not seem to suit the context in which it is placed 
(see Rawlinson’s unpublished Ph.D. thesis, Lancaster Univ. 1972, “Studies in 
the Lotus Sutra'' para. 1104.) Thus, it is in all likelihood a later interpolation. 
Texts such as the Pure Land Sutras show no real interest in the realization of 
anatman and sunyata . In the Sukhdvatfvyuhasutra the notion of sunyata 
is even more scarce, again appearing invariably in a meditative context as one 
of the vimoksa-mukhdni. The Sukhdvatfvyuhasutra , (the larger version, 
translated into Chinese c. 147-186 CE), describes the splendor of the Buddha 
fields (l buddha-ksetra ), and constitutes, in the main, a description and exaltation 
of the “career” (cdrya) of a hodhisattva. These texts clearly differ in perspective 
from the Prajnaparamita literature. 

2. See MMK 24.1-6. It would seem that attempts to safeguard the four 
noble truths in the light of the emptiness doctrine were at the forefront of the 
developing tathagatagarbha texts. This reflects, above all else a failure on the 
part of the Madhyamikas in getting their point across. From the Madhyamaka 
perspective it was argued that samsdra (bondage) and nirvana (liberation) were 
only attainable if they were both essentially empty (siinya-svabhdva) allowing 
the possibility of a dynamic movement from one to another. That this 
explanation remained unsatisfactory to the authors of the tathagatagarbha 
texts suggest that the philosophical presuppositions of the Madhyamaka school 
were not shared by this strand of the Mahayana movement. 

3. It is likely that the tathagatagarbha texts arose in response to the 
theoretical and practical considerations brought forth by these earlier Mahayana 
texts. Perhaps the most fundamental problem encountered was the question 
of liberation itself, for the Mahayana had opened up the possibility of universal 
Buddha-hood in a manner that had not previously been emphasized. That this 
was an important characteristic of the developing Mahayana movement can 
be seen by the increasing emphasis upon the hodhisattva as a universal 
archetype or role-model for all beings and in the growth in importance of the 
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members of the lay community as full participants in the quest for enlightenment 
and universal salvation Thus in the Saddharmapundarika , for example, we 
find the idea of the one vehicle (ekdyana) that encompasses all paths to 
liberation. The Buddha exercises his skill in means (upaya-kausalya) by teaching 
a variety of vehicles in order to lead beings of differing inclinations to the 
eka-buddha-ydna. 

4. Grosnick (1979), The Zen Master Dogen’s Understanding of the 
Buddha-Nature in Light of the Historical Development of the Buddha-Nature 
Concept in India, China p and Japan, unpublished PhD. thesis, University of 
Wisconsin, pp. 16-17. 

5- Grosnick, ibid., p. 38. 

6. The earliest occurrence of the term tathagatagarbha appears to have 
been in the phrase * 1 sarvasattvas tathagatagarbbdh .” This occurs in a variety 
of Mahayana texts but its first appearance is pinpointed as the Tathagata- 
garbhasutra by Takasaki (ibid., p. 196). The prose commentary to sloka 1.28 
of the Ratnagotravibhaga-sastra (RGV) provides a threefold analysis of the 
formula “ sarvasattvdstathagatagarbhdh .” It suggests that the phrase implies: 

1. That the dharmakaya of the Tathagata is all-pervading itathdgata- 
dharmakdya-parispharandrtha ), 

2. that Suchness and the Tathagata are undifferentiated ( tathagata- 
tathatavyatibheddrtha ), and 

3. that the lineage or ‘ ‘germ” (gotra) of the Tathagata exists in all living 
beings (tathdgatagotrasambhavdrtha). (See Takasaki, ibid. v p 
197-198). 

Of the three, Grosnick suggests that it is the first rendering ‘ ‘all beings are the 
garbhas of the Tathagata,” where tathagatagarbha is a tatpurusa compound 
that is the original meaning of the term. See Grosnick, ibid., p 52, footnote 
41, for a grammatical analysis of these renderings. 

7. See Monier-Williams (1988), Sanskrit-English Dictionary . p. 349 

8. For the various connotations of the term ” tathagatagarbha'' see Ruegg 
(1969), La Theorie du Tathagatagarbha et du Gotra , (Paris), pp. 499-513. 

9 See Takasaki, (1966) Study of the Ratnagotravibhdga 

10. Brown (1981), The Buddha Nature: A Study of the ‘ Tathagatagarbha ” 
and 4 A layavijnana,” Ph.D. thesis, New York University, pp. 93^94. Note also 
that in the Sr fmdldsutra the tathagatagarbha is said to be not empty (asunya) 
in so far as “it contains inconceivable Dharmas more numerous than the sands 
of the Ganges.” (translation in Chang, Treasury of Mahayana Sutras p. 378; 
cf Wayman, The Lion's Roar of Queen Sr undid, p. 99) This suggests that the 
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tathdgatagarbba could be used to denote a container of pure Buddfoz-dbarmas. 
Yet earlier in the same text we find the statement that the dharmakaya of the 
Tathagata is “free from the shell of defilements” (avinirmuktaklesakosa). This 
is a clear indication that the defilements were seen as impure containers (. kosa ) 
essentially separate from the innumerable buddba-dbarmas , that either consti¬ 
tuted the tatbagatagarbha itself or were themselves “contained” within it. 

Clearly there is some confusion as to the precise meaning of the statement 
that the tathdgatagarbba is not empty of the buddba-dbarmas. On the one 
hand this may mean that the tatbagatagarbha is in fact identical to these 
buddba-dbarmas , or alternatively it may mean that the tatbagatagarbha is 
1 not empty ” in the sense that is contains those same buddba-dbarmas within 
itself. The problem perhaps reflects the desire of the authors of these texts 
to utilize aspects of both the “container” and the “contained” notions of 
tathdgatagarbba (and their appropriate analogies), coupled with an awareness 
that the tatbagatagarbha is essentially beyond the limits of logic and rational 
discourse. Some later texts, however, exemplify an explicit syncretism of 
Yogacara and tatbagatagarbha elements, e g. T the Lahkdvatarasutra Here the 
tatbagatagarbha is aligned with the dlayavijndna, “store” or “container” 
consciousness and is described as a womb filled with seeds ( bija ). 

11. See Takasaki, ibid., pp. 268-277. 

12. Brown, ibid., p. 204. 

13. The earliest references to a ' Primordial Buddha” (Adibuddha) in the 
Mahayana describe this “figure” in a quasi-theistic manner as the primordial 
source of everything. The term first appears in the Kdrandavyuha , a text 
praising the supremely salvific powers of Avalokitesvara. This Sutra , that has 
both a metrical and a prose version, was translated into Chinese c. 270 CE. 
(See A. B. Keith (1974), Buddhist Philosophy in India and Ceylon (Gordon 
Press, New York), p. 226) The text is notable for its eulogizing of Avalokitesvara, 
(himself nothing more than an emanation of the Adi-Buddha), as the creator 
of the universe and of the many Hindu gods Indeed not only is Siva one of 
his principal devotees, but Avalokitesvara himself is called Mahesvara (an epithet 
of Siva), taking on many of Siva’s characteristic attributes. (For more on this 
see Williams (1989). pp 232-233) The concept of Adibuddha is an attempt 
to distinguish between a primeval Buddha-nature (the dharmakaya) and the 
various Buddha figures of the Mahayana. As such, it was popular in Nepal where 
it is associated with the idea of the Buddha as a self-established or absolute 
being (“self-existent ” or “ svayambbu ”). The quasi-theistic connotations of this 
concept, particularly seen in the light of the Kdrandavyuha , suggest that the 
term arose in a context of Hindu-Buddhistic syncretism. 

14. “What is interesting about the Mahayanasutralamkara is that it inte¬ 
grates early >bgacara doctrines with the notion of the tatbdgatagprbba. Despite 
its acceptance of a naturally-luminescent mind ( citta prakrtiprabhdsvaratd ), 


Notes to Chapter 7 


307 


and the adventitiousness of defilements (dgantuka kle 'sa ), both major themes 
of the tathdgatagarbba texts, the text does not fully integrate tathdgatagarbba 
thought with its own phenomenalistic conception of the dlayavijndna . In fact 
in the text’s suggestion that certain groups (gotra) cannot attain enlightenment, 
we find a rejection of one of the central themes of the tatbagatagarbha 
notion—the doctrine of the “One Vehicle” (ekaydna) and the universality of 
the potential for enlightenment 

15. Mahaydnasutralamkara IX,77 The text s rejection of adibuddha on 
the grounds that the attainment of buddhahood is gradual and not already 
present suggests that the concept can be linked to later controversies within 
the Mahayana tradition concerning the nature of enlightenment and the path 
leading to it (notably, the “Great Debate” between the subitists and the 
gradualists in Tibet in the eighth century CE). 

16. Levi, Mahaydnasutralamkara , vol II, p. 122. 

17. Trevor Ling suggests that the occurrence of the concept of Adibuddha 
in Java, Nepal, and Tibet points to its origin in the Mahayana Buddhism of 
Bengal. (Trevor Ling (1972), A Dictionary of Buddhism , (Charles Scriber Sons, 
USA), p. 8 . We have already noted that the GauciapddJya-karikd may derive 
its name from its origins in the Bengali region (Gauda). One can point to the 
use of the term adibuddha in IV.92 (and ddaubuddhau in IV.98), therefore, 
as supporting evidence for such a geographical link. 

18 The Srfmdld presupposes the doctrine of the two bodies of the Buddha 
( ritpa-kdya and dharma-kdya) as found in the kstasdhasrika and other early 
Prajnaparamita sutras. and so probably cannot be placed earlier than the second 
century CE, The text shows no awareness of the Avatarnsakasutra's (c. 
200-400) doctrine of the three bodies of the Buddha, and must pre-date (at 
least sections of) the Lahkdvatarasutra that quotes the Srfmdld. Wayman draws 
attention to the text’s continual reference to the “good sons and daughters” 
of the congregation, implying the patronage by men and women of high social 
rank. This leads him to “tentatively place the composition of th eStfmala within 
the Ikshvaku rule of the third century A.D.” He also suggests that the text derives 
from the Mahasarighikas of Southern India. (Wayman and Wayman, The Lion's 
Roar of Queen Srfmdld , pp, 2-3). 

19 C. Chang, A Treasury of Mahayana Sutras, p. 380, cf. Wayman pp 
104-106. 

20 Chang, p. 3 7 7; Wiyman, p. 96. Despite their limitations, drhats and 
pratyekabuddbas do experience a form of liberation—the nirvana with a 
remainder (i.e, the cessation of klesa , while the five skandhas remain) (see 
Wayman, p. 91) That this stage of quiescent rest is attained by them is due to 
the inclusion of the sravaka and pratyekabuddha “vehicles” in the “One- 
Great-Vehicle, the eka-mabd-ydna, However, the sravaka and the pratyeka¬ 
buddha can only attain a partial nirvana since they are “directed toward the 
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nirvana realm” (trans. Wayrnan, p. 86), i.e. they still meditate upon suffering, 
its source, its cessation, and the means to that cessation, (i.e. the four Noble 
Truths), rather than realizing nirvana itself. 

21. The exhortation to accept tatbagatagarbba doctrines on faith alone 
amounts to a rejection of the very possibility of “proving” the tatbagatagarbba 
through logical arguments, (the tatbagatagarbba being “beyond logic ). This 
attitude alone may have been responsible for the fact that the tatbagatagarbba 
tradition never developed into a distinctive philosophical school of its own, 
nor drew much attention from scholastic texts that clearly post-date it. The 
Srimala in fact states that: “If a sentient being, out of faith in the Tathagata, 
regards the Tathagata as permanent, joyous, pure, and possessing a self, he does 
not see [the Tathagata] wrongly; he sees him correctly” (trans. Chang, p. 379; 
cf. Way man, p. 102). For further discussion of this issue see David Seyfort Ruegg 
(1989), pp- 46-49- 

22. Aligned with this the Srimala also states that there are also two levels 
of samsaric and nirvanic attainment: the constructed (samskrta) samsara , and 
nirvana and the unconstructed (asamskrta) samsara and nirvana . The 
sravakas and pratyekabuddbas aim for a refuge nirvana , while the truly 
enlightened being needs no refuge since “the refuge [itself] does not seek a 
refuge.” (see Wayrnan, p. 80) Later Mahavanists developed the idea that the 
bodbisattva does not reside in a quiescent nirvana , but in fact remains active 
within samsara . Perhaps the development of a theory of two types of bondage 
and liberation was inspired by attempts to differentiate between the enlightened 
and the unenlightened experiences of samsara and nirvana . A fully enlight¬ 
ened being, rather than renouncing the world of suffering and entering a 
nirvana of refuge, would remain active and unsupported in the nirvana of 
no fixed abode ( apratisthita Nirvana). Mahaydnasamgraha IX.3 describes 
such attainment in the following manner-. “When one has produced the 
knowledge of the identity ( samatdjhdna ) of samsara and nirvana , then, for 
this reason samsara becomes nirvana . Consequently, one neither abandons 
(i tyajati ) nor maintains samsara , one neither obtains Prapnoti) nor fails [to 
obtain] nirvana 

23- Trans. Chang, p. 378, cf. Wiyman, p. 97. 

24. Chang, p. 378; cf. Wayrnan, p. 98. 

25. Trans. Chang, ibid., pp. 378-379; cf. Wayrnan, p. 100. 

26 The tatbagatagarbba strand of themes appears to have been more 
amenable to the Yogacara than the Madhyamaka. This may reflect the fact that 
Yogacara ideas appear to have arisen at around the same time as those of the 
tatbagatagarbba. Consequently, texts such as the Mahdyanasutrdlamkara 
and Yogacara thinkers such as Paramartha both seem to have been greatly 
influenced by the tatbagatagarbba strand of the Mahayana. Nevertheless, 
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tatbagatagarbba ideas do not seem to have been a major force in Indian 
Yogacara, though this cannot be said of later East Asian developments. The 
Madhyamaka school, to an even greater degree, does not seem to have been 
influenced significantly by tatbagatagarbba ideas which are usually viewed 
as texts “requiring further interpretation” ( neydrtha ). David Seyfort Ruegg, 
however, speculates as to the possibility of an early Madhyamaka interest in 
tatbagatagarbba ideas in the texts of Rahulabhadra and Naga (possibly 
Nagarjuna's pupils), see Ruegg (1981), pp. 55-56. This, however, was never a 
mainstream focus of the Madhyamaka tradition. In fact it is only in the late 
Madhyamaka of Rumania that aspects of the tatbagatagarbba strand of thought 
were integrated into Indian Buddhist scholasticism (see Ruegg (1981), pp. 95; 
102-103). This probably reflects scholastic uneasiness with the tatbdgata- 
garbfoa stress on faith (. sraddbd ), and the problems of reconciling the apparent 
absolutism of these texts with the mainstream Mahayana position. 

27 See Chang, p. 380, and Wayrnan, ibid., pp. 104-105- 

28. Translation in Wayrnan, ibid., pp. 104-105 See also Chang, ibid., p. 

380 . 

29. Chang, p. 378. 

30. Wayrnan, p 99- 

31- Chang, p. 380. 

32. In fact on this issue of the non-existence of the path compare the view 
expounded in GK 11.32 with that of the Ratnagotravibbdga that describes 
the fourth noble truth (of the path leading to the extinction of suffering) as 
a dharma of a false and deceptive nature (mrsdmosadharmin) that is untrue 
(asatya ). See Takasaki (1966), ibid., p. 182. 

33. The Srimala' s transitional position leaves certain philosophical 
problems unresolved. For a more detailed discussion of this see Richard King 
(1995), “is ‘Buddha-Nature’ Buddhist? Doctrinal Tensions in The Srimala 
Sutra—An Early Tathagatagarbha Text” in Numen forthcoming. 

34. The restriction of salvation to certain individuals, based upon the fact 
that certain groups were not part of the Buddha's' ‘lineage” {gotra ), was a feature 
particularly associated with the Yogacara tradition, that based itself upon certain 
references to this idea in the the Mahaydnasutrdlamkara . The doctrine of 
the universality of salvation and the subsequent “redemption” of all beings 
of whatever doctrinal or ethical persuasion was a feature of the tatbagatagarbba 
texts and caused a stir in Chinese phiiosophical circles when these latter sections 
were first translated (We have at the same time in Christian circles a similar 
controversy based upon Origen’s doctrine of universal redemption). See Ruegg 
(19691. 
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35 See Kosho Yamamoto, The Mabaydna Parinirvana-Sutra, a Complete 
Translation from the Classical Chinese Language in Three Volumes , vo! I, 
(1973), (Karinbunko), Chapter 10, p. 173. 

36. Yamamoto, I : p. 53. 

37. Yamamoto, I : p. 178. 

38. Yamamoto, Vol I, Book VII, p. 12. 

39. Yamamoto ibid., I : p. 181. 

40. Trans. Yamamoto, I : chapter 2, p. 39. 

41. Williams (1989), p. 99- 

42. The Indo-Tibetan tradition is unaware of a Saramati and attributes the 
commentary to Asahga. However, despite certain doctrinal elements of the text 
that presuppose Yogacara ideas, the Ratnagotra is clearly different in approach 
and interpretation from the works of the Asanga-Vasubandhu school. Takasaki 
in fact believes that the prose section is earlier than Asahga but later than 
Nagarjuna and Aryadeva, placing it sometime around the middle of the third 
century CE. Nevertheles, the final version of the Ratnagotra seems to pre¬ 
suppose certain ideas of the Yogacara school and so must be later than the works 
of Asahga and Vasubandhu. See Takasaki (1966), ibid., p. 62. 

43. With regard to dating the RGV one shold note that the Ratnagotra 
never refers to the Lahkavatara Sutra , which may have been contemporaneous 
with it. Brown suggests (ibid., p. 39n.) that the Ratnagotra deliberately omits 
references to the text because it disagrees with its association of the alayavi- 
jhana with the tathagatagarbha. Grosnick (1979, ibid., p. 27 note 43 ) suggests 
that in omitting the Srimdla's reference to the tathagatagarbha as the support 
(ddbara) of samsaric dharmas (while quoting the verses around it), the RGV 
may be expressing its disagreement with the Lahkavatara. If this were the 
case, the RGV could not be later than 433 CE since this is the date of the first 
translation of the Lahkdvatdrasutra into Chinese. Nevertheless, Grosnick’s 
point notwithstanding, there is no internal evidence to support the claim that 
the RGV presupposes the doctrines of the Lahkavatara. 

44. Cf. vikalpa in the Yogacara school, see chapter five. 

45. Trans. Tkkasaki, p. 167 

46. See Takasaki. pp. 156-157. 

47. e.g. see RGV, Takasaki. p 297. 

48. See Takasaki (1966), A Study of the Ratnagotravibhaga , pp. 208-209. 

49. Takasaki, ibid., p 240f 

50. Trans. Takasaki. p 23"' 


Notes to Chapter 7 


311 


51. Sallie King, ibid., p. 226. 

52. Sallie King, ibid., abstract of thesis. 

53. Ruegg (1989), p. 26f. 

54. Ruegg here refers us to RGV; pp. 156-157; Lahkdvatdrasutra ii. p. 
78; and Candraklrti in Madhyamakavatara VI 95. 

55. Brown (1981), ibid., p. 249. 

56 . Brown (1981), ibid., pp. 154-155. See also his revised publication of 
this study, (1991, Motilal Banarsidass), pp. 90-91. 

57. Keenan (1980), unpublished Ph.D thesis, pp 99-100. 

58. See Ruegg (1989), p. 37. 

59. D. T. Suzuki, The Lahkavatara Sutra ii, pp. 77-78. 

60. William Grosnick criticizes interpretations of the tathagatagarbha as 
some form of “monistic Absolute. 1 ' He suggests, for instance, that references 
to the * 'essential purity of mind 11 should be regarded as nothing more than 
a declaration of the absence (or non-arising) of conceptualization ( vikalpa/ 
prapahca) (see Grosnick, ibid., pp. 60-61) Again this is an example of the 
cataphatic interpretation of tathagatagarbha texts, that is the view that these 
texts are expediently mzkingprima facie absolutistic statements in an attempt 
to provide a more positive or cataphatic expression of the Mahayana message 
This is merely a variation on Tibetan attempts to account for the discrepancy 
between the Madhyamaka view of emptiness and the views outlined in the 
various tathagatagarbha texts on the grounds that the latter either “require 
further interpretation'’ ( neydrtha ), or were “definitive” (nitartha) but meta- 
theoretical The former classification of tathagatagarbha texts is hermeneu¬ 
tically very useful but is rather dubious given the RGV’s subtitle as “the final 
teaching of the Mahayana” ( mabdydnottaratantra). The question of “requiring 
further interpretation” to understand the tathagatagarbha notion is also firmly 
denied by the Srimald that states that its exposition of “the lion’s roar of the 
Tathagata’s teaching” is based upon the ultimate truth (nitartha see Chang, 
p. 374; cf, Wayman, p. 88) Indeed for these texts it is the traditional Buddhist 
emphasis upon impermanence, suffering, and no-self that requires further 
interpretation and not the tathagatagarbha that is explained via the teaching 
of the four noble truths (and not vice versa). 

61. Ruegg, 1989, p 53; see also pp. 37-38. 

62. Ruegg, 1989, ibid., p. 3. 

63. The term “mainstream textual Buddhism” is used here to denote the 
doctrines expounded in the cardinal texts of the three important movements 
within Indian Buddhist philosophy, i.e the Abhidharma, the Madhyamaka, and 
the Yogacara schools 
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64. Paul Williams (1989), Mahay ana Buddhism , p. 132. 

65. Acknowledging the possibility of diversity within the Mahayana 
tradition, Gadjin Nagao goes so far as to suggest that the tathagatagarbha 
emphasis is actually upon non-emptiness ( asunyata ) and not emptiness at all. 
(Gadjin Nagao, “What Remains in Sunyatd in Mahayana Buddhist Meditation 
(1978), pp. 66-82. See especially pp. 76-77). Appealing to this idea Grosnick 
notes that, “Consequently, it would seem that the use of the term sunya in 
the tathagatagarbha literature differs some from the use of the term in the 
Madhyamikan treatises and the Prajhapdramitasutras , for it does not apply 
to all dharmas , but only to kle’sas. Moreover, the non-emptiness of the 
buddhadharmas is obviously related to the “existence” (astitva) of the 
buddhadhatu [that is, the tathagatagarbha ], and this positive assertion of 
existence would seem to depart from the traditional middle-path doctrine of 
neither existence nor non-existence, of which the concept of sunyatd was 
the traditional expression.” (Grosnick, ibid., pp. 74-75). Nevertheless, for 
Grosnick the two conceptions of emptiness are not contradictory since the 
Madhyamaka usage is philosophical while the tathagatagarbha usage is 
practical and propadeutical (see also Ruegg (1989), ibid., pp. 8 and 11). 
However, as we have noted, despite the practical orientation of the tathd- 
gatagarbha texts and the emphasis upon the dichotomy between purity and 
defilement rather than the more philosophical dichotomies, the tathdgata- 
garbha restriction of sunyatd as applicable only to conditioned factors 
(.samskrta dharmas) is a clear qualification of the Madhyamaka doctrine of 
the universality of sunyatd. 

66. The RGV defines emptiness in identical terms to Madhyanta-vibhaga- 
bhasya I.. 1 (traditionally attributed to either Asanga or Vasubandhu) stating 
that yadyatra ndsti tat tena sunyam iti samanupasyati, yatpunar atrava- 
sistam bhavati tat sad ihastiti yathabhutam prajandti. “Thus, wherever 
something is lacking, this is observed as “void” (sunya) in that place (tena), 
whatever remains there, one knows that this being must exist there” (Trans. 
Takasaki, ibid., p. 301) Asanga also defines emptiness in almost identical 
terms in his Bodhisattva-bhiimi . (The only difference being that he substitutes 
“ na bhavati ” for “ ndsti ” in the first line, see Wogihara’s edition of the 
Bodhisattva-Bhumi , p. 47). Both the Yogacara and the tathagatagarbha 
definitions seem to be allusions to the conception of emptiness laid out in 
the Culasuhhatasutta of the Pali canon (Majjhima Nikdya 123, tome III). 
It is important to note, however, that the context within which the tatha¬ 
gatagarbha texts and Asanga utilize the concept of “ sunyatd ” radically 
differ. In the Bodhisattva-bhumi Asanga uses emptiness in a philosophical 
and broadly speaking epistemological context to explain the relationship 
between a designation (prajhapti) and its referent (vastu). As with the usage 
of the term in the Madhydnta-vibhaga-bhdsya, Asanga’s interest is in the 
status of the “given object” (vastu) and its relationship to our perception and 
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labeling of it. The paratantrasvabhdva is empty of parikalpita (construc¬ 
tions), but is not totally non-existent. In the tathagatagarbha texts a similar 
point is made but in this context the unconditioned dharmakaya is empty 
of all constructed factors (samskrta). This view would have been unaccepuble 
to the early Yogacarins, insofar as it postulated an unconditioned ultimate 
reality. 

67. The view put forward in the tathagatagarbha texts represent a radical 
change in perspective among some Mahayana Buddhists with regard to the 
central insights of the Buddhist tradition, notably the threefold formula of 
impermanence, suffering, and no-self. Clearly there is a different understanding 
of anatman at work here where no-self is applied to all samskdras but not 
to all dharmas. Thus the unconditioned or uncompounded dharmas remain 
and emptiness now means ‘ ‘empty of samskrta dharmas ’ ’ and not ‘ ‘empty of 
svabhava ” (which is asamskrta). 

68. Ruegg (1963), “The Jo nan pas : A School of Buddhist Ontologists 
According to the Grub mthasel gyi me Ion” i n Journal of American Oriental 
Society 83 p. 74. See also Lobsang Dargyay, “What is Non-existent and What 
is Remanent in sunyatd ” in Journal of Indian Philosophy 18 (1990), pp. 81-91. 

69. This reflects the incommensurability of the two positions in Tibetan 
Mahayana. Each perspective is contradictory from the point of view of the 
other. This is also a common feature of philosophy in India where shifting 
paradigms and philosophical assumptions make previous points of view seem 
incomprehensible. Although the two perspectives are incommensurable on 
the same level as explanations of the world each tradition can (and indeed 
does) accept the other on a provisional basis, that is as a step in the right 
direction. 

70. P. Williams (1982), “Silence and Truth—Some Aspects of the 
Madhyamaka Philosophy in Tibet” in The Tibet Journal, Spring/Summer 1982, 
Vol. VII, pp. 73-74. 

71. See for instance Ahguttara Nikaya 1.10 and Majjhima Nikaya 1.433 
Samyutta nikaya V.92 etc. 

72. Ruegg (1963), ibid., pp. 74-75. See also Guenther (1976), Philosophy 
and Psychology in the Abhidharma, p. 233- 

73. See Ruegg (1981), pp. 34 and 35n. for an interesting discussion of 
Nagarjuna and gzhah stongpa. Nagarjuna clearly is not an exponent of this 
latter interpretation of the Buddhist Path, at least in the logical corpus of his 
texts. Thus in MMK 7:33 he says: “With the non-establishment of origination, 
duration and destruction, the compounded does not exist; and if the 
compounded is not established, how can there be an uncompounded?” This 
statement is a reversal of the position found in the “unconditioned mind” 
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doctrine where the conditioned (samskrta) is said to depend for its existence 
upon the unconditioned (asamskrta). 

74. This idea is implicitly pre-figured in the Srimala Sutra , where the 
noble truths of suffering, the cause of suffering and the path leading to its 
cessation are all said to be ultimately illusory. This is an astonishing admission 
for a Buddhist text to make, for it appears to circumvent the very basis of 
Buddhist soteriology. See Chang, ibid., pp. 378-379. 

75. For evidence of these ‘ ‘two traditions” see the introduction to Lamotte, 
Etienne (1962) L’Enseignment de Vimalakirti , (Louvaine, Bibliotheque de 
Museon, Sacred Books of the Buddhists Vol XXXII, Pali Text Society 1976 
edition), pp. lxxii-lxxxi. 

76. D.T. Suzuki (1907), Outlines of Mahayana Buddhism , (1963 Schocken 

Books Inc., pp. 144-145). 

77. Uddna , p. 80, cap. viii, translation by Woodward, (1973), Some Sayings 
of the Buddha, p. 220. 

78. The term “strand” is being used here not to represent self-conscious 
and philosophically autonomous traditions but rather intertwined streams of 
thought, that may co-exist across traditional doctrinal and scholastic boundaries. 

79. Takasaki suggests that the Tathdgatagarbha tradition was prevented 
from developing into a distinctive school because of the subsequent absorption 
of many of its basic ideas by the developing Yogacara. (Takasaki (1966), ibid., 
p. 58). Post-classical Yogacara (that is, after Asanga and Vasubandhu) appears 
to diverge into separate strands, each with their own distinctive interpretation 
of the Yogacara path. Paramartha, for instance, shows a great propensity for 
tathdgatagarbha ideas and is likely to have been influenced by them in his 
postulation of a ninth level of awareness, the amalavijhdna or “undefiled 
consciousness.” The idea of the innate purity of mind (visuddhi-citta-prakrti) 
is a distinctive feature of the tathdgatagarbha tradition and was in many 
respects already assimilated into the Yogacara system via such pre-Asangan texts 
as the Mahaydnasutrdlamkdra and the Madhyantavibhciga that openly declare 
the adventitiousness (dgantuka) of the defilements (e.g. MV 1.23). These texts 
are at variance with the emphasis upon the purely phenomenal nature of 
consciousness in the works of Asanga and Vasubandhu. However, their brevity 
and cryptic mode of expression allows for a variety of different interpretations. 
Thus, in later Yogacara we have the development of what appears to be a fully 
blown idealistic system, upholding consciousness as the sole ontological reality 
0 vijhanavdda ). This is not the position of Asanga and Vasubandhu, however, 
for whom vijhdna is merely one of the five skandhas and as such is neither 
an ultimate nor an all-encompassing reality. 

80 . Despite its apparent absolutism (or perhaps because of it), the 
tathdgatagarbha position appears to conform to the Buddhist pudgala- 
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nairatmya since it denies the reality of a personal and conditioned self 
(pudgala ). A systematic rendering of the tathdgatagarbha conception of no¬ 
self could be analyzed into the following formulae: 

i.) “all formations are without self” ( sarva-samskard anatmatdh ), 
and 

ii.) ‘ ‘all uncompounded dharmas are without a personal self ’ ( sarva 
asamskrtd-dharmdpudgald-nairatmya). This remains a form of 
pudgala-nairatmya , but restricts the selflessness of dharmas to 
those which are conditioned (samskrta). That which is uncon¬ 
ditioned remains an ultimate reality. 


Conclusions 

1. Christian Lindtner (1985), “Remarks on the Gaudapddiya-kdrikds'f 
in Indo-Iranian Journal 28 (1985), pp. 277-279. 

2. Thomas E. Wood (1990), The Mandukya Upanisad and the Agama- 
sdstra: An Investigation into the Meaning of the Vedanta (University of Hawaii 
Press, Monographs of the Society for Asian and Comparative Philosophy, no. 
8). Wood’s view is that GK IV in particular is a post-Sarikarite work. See chapter 
1 of this book for more on this issue. 

3. See chapter 5. See also the work of Thomas Kochumottum (1982), A 
Buddhist Philosophy of Experience: A New Translation and Interpretation 
of the Works of Vasubandhu the Yogdcdrin (Motilal Banarsidass), and Janice 
Dean Willis (1979), On _nowing Reality: The Tattvartha Chapter of Asanga’s 
Bodhisattva-bhumi , (Motilal Banarsidass, Delhi), and more recently Ian Harris 
(1991), The Continuity of Madhyamaka and Yogacara in Indian Mahayana 
Buddhism (E J Brill, Leiden, and New York). 

4. Tilmann Vetter (1978), ‘ ‘Die Gaudapadiya-Kdrikd Zur Entstehung und 
zur Bedeutung von (A)dvaita” in Wiener Zeitschrift Kunde Sud-Asien XXII, 
pp. 95-133. See especially sections 4.1 and 4.2. 

5. Alexander Hixon Jr. (1976), Mahayana Buddhist influence on the 
Gauda school of Advaya Vedanta: An Analysis of the Gaudapada-Kdrikd , 
(unpublished Ph.D. thesis, University of Wisconsin), agrees with this statement, 
suggesting likewise that the GK is a composite work of a Bengali school of 
Pre-Sarikarite “Advaya Vedanta.” Hixon, though, has a much more radical 
conception of the composite nature of the text. 

6. Both Bhattacharya (1943) and Hixon (1976) argue that the invocation 
in GK IV. 1 is to the Buddha. This view is, of course, disputed by the traditionalist 
positions of Mahadevan (1952) and Karmarkar (1953). An analysis of the 
occurrences of the term buddha In GK IV and the references to the non-dual 
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jhana of the buddha in GK IV. 1 establishes the link between the buddha of 
GK IV. 1 and the Buddha of GK IV. 99 (that even the traditional commentator 
takes to be a reference to the founder of the Buddhist religion). 

7. Thomas E. Wood (1990), The Mdndukya Upani§ad and the Agama 
sastra: An Investigation into the Meaning of the Vedanta (University of Hawaii 
Press, Monographs of the Society for Asian and Comparative Philosophy, no. 

8), pp. 71-81. 

8. This is in accordance with the view recently expressed by Paul Williams 
(1989), (see pp. 105-108), but against David Seyfort Ruegg (1969, 1989), William 
Grosnick (1979), Brian Brown (1990), and Sallie King (1991). Only Williams 
and Ruegg fully consider the tathagatagarbha texts in the light of the later 
Tibetan debates. 

9. The view that the tathagatagarbha texts do not conform to the rah 
stongpa (self-emptiness view) is put forward by Paul Williams (1989). See also 
Ruegg (1981), pp. 34-35 for a discussion of this issue. 
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Prana, 22, 60-61, 85, 196, 243, 247, 
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